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Abstract 
 
Women Student Affairs Leaders 
Advancing and Succeeding in Higher Education Senior Leadership Teams 
Dianna Cocuzza Dale 
Elizabeth Haslam, Ph.D. 
 
 This research study investigated how women student affairs leaders learn to advance and 
succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams.  The study focused on 
the significant events, experiences and persons that supported and hindered the career 
advancement and success of the study’s participants and how the participants learned from their 
lived experiences. A qualitative methodology, specifically phenomenology, was used; since it 
emphasizes experience in the research setting.  In-depth interviews were the major data 
collection tool as they are designed to ask participants to reconstruct their experience and explore 
the meaning they make of the experience.  Data collection included face-to-face, in-depth 
interviews with 12 participants and the researcher’s journal and interview notes. 
 The study’s results are reflected in ten themes that emerged through analysis of the 
categorized data.  The themes included relationships both professional and personal, campus 
culture, job satisfaction, gender issues, career success, the senior leadership team experience, 
leadership style, knowledge of self, securing resources, and career path. 
     Analysis of these themes suggests four conclusions that answer the major research question:  
• How do women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed 
     within the context of higher education senior leadership teams? 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                    xi 
These conclusions are as follows:  Women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed 
within the context of higher education senior leadership teams by:  
• Building and maintaining professional and personal relationships through a collaborative 
and team oriented leadership style. 
• Working in institutional cultures that support their professional and personal value 
systems, their career success, their skills, and their love and passion for their work; all of 
which contribute to their high levels of job satisfaction. 
• Understanding and acknowledging the gender issues that exist in their workplace.           
• Utilizing reflection and self directed learning to understand who they are and who they 
want to be. 
• Through constructive knowing. 
 Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 
     The Problem and its Context  
     Women’s marginalization is particularly poignant in higher education, a traditionally 
patriarchal environment that has provided limited access for women leaders and administrators 
(Gerdes, 1999, 2005; Glazer-Raymo, 1999).  Thus, the majority culture in American college and 
university senior leadership teams is male.  Nidiffer (2001) describes the marginalization of 
women in the academy as existing in all things historically associated with women and 
femininity and arising from structural barriers, and organizational culture.  
     Colleges and universities, like most organizational cultures in America, are defined by 
bureaucratic structures that incorporate what has been classically defined in the literature as 
masculine ways of functioning and leading (Bierema, 1999).  These masculine ways are defined 
by objective, rational thought processes, elitism, hierarchy, male fraternity, competition, and 
separate emotional ties between work and family (Bierema, 1999; Opengart & Bierema, 2002, 
Crampton & Mishra, 1999).  This type of organizational culture differs from what the literature 
has defined as a classically feminine organizational culture which is defined by open and shared 
communication, vision and leadership, collaborative and congenial decision making, team 
building, caring, responsibility to others, empowerment, and interdependence (Bender, 1980; 
Tinsley, 1985; Blackhurst, 2000a).   
     Thus, women who achieve senior leadership status in higher education are venturing into an 
organizational culture they did not create; a culture that is strikingly different from and 
inconsistent with, their ways of functioning, leading and learning (Helgesen, 1990; Hayes2001).  
Women must often suppress their female identity to succeed in this cultural context and are 
keenly aware of the lack of developmental and mentoring relationships available to them (Twale 
 & Jelinek, 1996; Blackhurst, 2000a; Bierema, 2001, 2003).  It becomes clear that the simple 
response of hiring more women into senior leadership positions will not resolve the problem 
(Bierema, 1999).   
     Women who advance to the highest levels of leadership as senior executive officers in 
educational institutions are grossly underrepresented in comparison to their share of all faculty 
and senior administrative positions (American Council on Education [ACE], 2000; Glazer-
Raymo, 1999).  Women occupy 21% of college and university presidencies.  Although the 
proportion of women presidents has doubled since 1986, when 9.5% of all presidents were 
women, the gains have been more modest in recent years.  In 1998, only 19.3% of college and 
university presidents were women (ACE, 2002), even though women professional staff in 
American higher education represented 48.3% of all employees.  Within the executive-
administrative-managerial ranks, women represent 47.8% of all employees, but are clustered at 
the lower-and-middle management levels.  Of the 1.11 million faculty members in the American 
higher education, 42.1% are female; 38.4% of all full-time faculty are women, and 46.6% of all 
part-time faculty are women (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2001). 
     Several authors suggest (Blackhurst, Brandt, & Kalinowski, 1998a, 1998b; Blackhurst, 2000a, 
2000b; Oakes, 1999; Talbert-Hersi, 1993; Twale & Jelinek, 1996; Wentling, 1996; Crampton & 
Mishra, 1999) that women administrators in higher education face barriers in career 
advancement and satisfaction, are paid less, receive less support for research, have fewer 
opportunities to engage in mentoring relationships, lack career strategies and political savvy, and 
are promoted with less frequency.  Studies on women in student affairs indicate that they are 
more prone to challenges and unique problems than men in student affairs (Belch & Strange, 
1995; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Ting & Watt, 1999).   
           The glass ceiling is a metaphor for the invisible barrier that prevents women from 
advancing in their organizations to senior leadership positions.  It is created by invisible forces of 
culture, habit, and power that serve to keep women “in their place,” that is, subordinate to men 
(Thomas, Bierema, & Landau, 2004).  Questions necessarily emerge about the existence of a 
glass ceiling phenomena in student affairs administration and the constriction of the leadership 
pipeline with fewer women advancing to senior leadership positions than numbers in the pipeline 
warrant (Belch & Strange, 1995; Jones & Komives, 2001).   
     Career mobility and access to senior level positions for women in student affairs are 
significant issues in the profession.  Workplace dynamics that limit access and disadvantage 
women in reaching leadership roles as senior student affairs leaders are persistent, complex, and 
interactive.  The route to the senior student affairs position is not always clear (Ostroth, Efird, & 
Lerman, 1984), and the path is particularly difficult for women (Evans, 1988).  Women apply for 
new positions at the same rate as men, yet are hired at lower rates (Sagaria, 1988).  This under 
representation results in women having little or no influence on important decisions; creating for 
women a sense of being or feeling undervalued.   
     A paucity of research exists in the area of women as higher education senior administrative 
leaders and more specifically, women as senior student affairs leaders.       Studies of women in 
student affairs (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Randall, Daugherty, & Globetti, 1995; Belch & 
Strange, 1995; Ting & Watt, 1999) are sparse and almost non existent within the recent decade.  
Interestingly enough, it is within this time frame that women as administrators in student affairs 
increased dramatically (McEwen, Williams, & Engstrom, 1991; McEwen, Engstrom & 
Williams, 1990; Blackhurst & Hubbard, 1997; Blackhurst et al., 1998a, 1998b; Blackhurst, 
2000a, 2000b).  Blackhurst and Hubbard (1997) noted, “Given the number of women pursuing 
 careers in student affairs, both men and women need to understand the unique demands and 
experiences faced by women in the field.  In addition, researchers must continue to … research 
the experiences of women student affairs professionals” (p. 458).   
     This qualitative study helps to close this gap through the analysis of in-depth interviews with 
women senior student affairs leaders.  This research examines the complex factors that influence 
the progression of women to senior student affairs positions and provides descriptive, empirical 
data to instruct and assist women in securing their appropriate share of student affairs senior 
leadership positions. 
     Background of the Problem 
     In 1971, Whitney predicted “The position of associate or assistant dean of students (will be) 
more prestigious and relevant for woman administrators …(since) it will be extremely difficult 
for (women) to assume the top positions, the best paid positions, or the more prestigious 
positions in student affairs for a number of years to come” (p. 10).  Nearly 35 years later, 
Whitney’s statement reflects to some extent the current reality. 
     Holmes (1982) reported a phenomenon in the 1980s that is applicable today:  “Women are in 
the majority of most masters programs and frequently among all student affairs professionals at a 
particular institution.  Yet, they are a minority at the top of the profession - deans of students and 
vice presidents for student affairs - and at the top policy levels of most institutions” (as cited in 
Jones & Komives, 2001, p. 234). 
     A 1983 study (Evans & Kuh) describing the profile of women in student affairs, indicated that 
women held senior level positions at smaller and private institutions, and were more likely to 
hold the title of dean of students while men were appointed as vice presidents.   
      Current data from the College and University Personnel Association (CUPA) substantiates 
these findings (see Appendix A).  CUPA’s 2004, Administrative Compensation Survey indicates 
that women held 38% of the vice president positions at doctoral granting institutions and 43% at 
both baccalaureate and two year institutions.  Women held 43% of dean of students positions at 
doctoral granting institutions, 40% at baccalaureate institutions, and 61% held dean of students 
positions at two year institutions.   
     CUPA data profiling women administrators in select student affairs positions over the past 14 
years indicates that while women have increased in each student affairs employment category, 
the smallest increases have been in positions encompassing a broad span of leadership, 
supervisory, and budgetary responsibility (e.g., senior student affairs officers, residence life, 
admissions, student union).  The larger increases were in direct service positions emphasizing 
counseling and educational roles (e.g. career planning and placement, registrar, counseling).  
     These findings are highly problematic for current and future student affairs leadership. Over 
an almost 35 year period, women have failed to achieve parity in senior leadership positions, 
notwithstanding their saturation in a number of environments that should act as springboards for 
such opportunities.  Given several trends in women’s achievements, women still remain 
underrepresented in senior leadership positions in student affairs.  Women’s presence in the 
student affairs profession is significant; with women comprising the majority in several 
directorships (CUPA, 2004).  Women represent 66% of all students enrolled in masters programs 
and 55% of all students enrolled in doctoral programs (Twale, 1995; Komives, 1996).  Women’s 
membership in higher education professional organizations has increased.  The National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) reported that its female membership 
grew from 38% in 1986 to 57% in 2001.  In 2004, the American College Personnel Association 
 (ACPA) reported a 59% female membership and the American Association of Higher Education 
(AAHE) reported that 31% of its membership was female (Renn & Hughes, 2005).  
          The researcher has been a senior student affairs leader since 1996; serving on two senior 
leadership teams at very different institutions.  Thus, the researcher’s perceptions of women, 
student affairs leaders, functioning successfully as members of their institutions’ senior 
leadership teams, are affected by her personal experience.           
     This experience led the researcher to suggest that women student affairs leaders who serve on 
higher education senior leadership teams that are constrained by male norms and values 
experience conflict and tension between and among their various identity positions due to 
differing styles of leadership, management, learning, and communication.   Hence, they are 
confronted with situations that require them to decide whether to challenge this male norm 
culture or become socialized to fit its traditional, masculine organizational expectations.   
     As the chief student advocate on their campuses, women senior student affairs 
leaders face a particularly acute vulnerability with regard to job security.  Additionally, in many 
institutional settings student affairs is seen as the least important of the institution’s functional 
areas.  In such settings women, senior student affairs leaders face considerable difficulty in 
securing the resources necessary to meet their institutions’ expectations of them and their areas 
and to accomplish their goals and the goals of their staff.  
     The researcher found that the complexity of these challenges varied, depending on the job 
responsibilities, direct supervisor, institutional culture, family and personal circumstances, and 
the institutional settings of each senior student affairs woman leader.  Nonetheless, how women 
student affairs leaders respond to these challenges determines how they are positioned within the 
 context of their senior leadership teams and this positioning substantially impacts their 
professional success and personal integrity.      
      It is important to understand how women senior student affairs leaders learn to respond 
effectively to the challenges of their profession, institutions, and higher education to achieve 
senior leadership status.  How do they learn to advance to their positions and succeed within the 
senior leadership teams of higher education?  This study serves as a conduit for these women to 
share their understandings of the issues that concern them and assist each other and younger 
aspiring professionals, both individually and collectively, in successfully advancing within the 
context of higher education senior leadership.   
  Purpose of the Study 
     More women are entering the student affairs profession, yet few are advancing to senior 
leadership status.  As more women aspire to senior leadership positions, there arises a need to 
better understand the senior leadership experience from the female perspective.  Qualitative 
methodologies were needed to explore how women student affairs leaders learned to advance 
and succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams.   
     The purpose of this phenomenological study was to conduct in-depth interviews with women 
senior student affairs leaders to understand the significant events, experiences, and persons 
influencing their advancement and success as members of their institutions’ senior leadership 
teams. Specifically, the researcher was interested in understanding how these women described 
the significant events, experiences, and persons that supported and hindered their career 
advancement and success, the meanings they ascribed to these significant events, experiences, 
and persons, and how they learned from these lived experiences. 
     
  Research Questions 
     At the core of this study is the major research question: 
How do women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed within the context of 
higher education senior leadership teams? 
Questions guiding this study included:  
What significant events, experiences, and persons support the career advancement and 
success of women senior student affairs leaders? How do they learn from these lived 
experiences? 
What significant events, experiences, and persons hinder the career advancement and success 
of women senior student affairs leaders?  How do they prevail?  How do they learn from 
these lived experiences?  
Significance of the Study 
     The researcher’s personal experience and several salient issues raised in the literature review 
support the significance of this study. 
      Women represent the majority in student affairs administration but their access to senior 
positions remains limited (Belch & Strange, 1995; Ting & Watt, 1999; Blackhurst, 1998a, 
1998b, 2000a) and a great many barriers still exist.  Women need to understand these barriers; 
however, they also need to understand how other women have learned to prevail.  This study 
adds a relevant piece to the existing knowledge base in educational research by providing 
empirical data from women senior student affairs leaders who defined these barriers and in so 
doing instruct and assist women who aspire to senior student affairs status on how they learned 
to overcome them within the context of higher education senior leadership teams.   
      Many scholars suggest that women find it difficult to advance and succeed in higher 
education (Oakley, 2000; Duncan, 1993; Bem, 1993; Kanter, 1977, Blackhurst, 2000b) but few 
provide data that is instructive to women in learning how to do so. Furthermore, within the last 
two decades research on women in higher education administration generally, and student affair 
specifically, has decreased dramatically (Jones & Komives, 2001).  This study begins to respond 
to this gap by focusing on the lived experience of women as senior student affairs leaders in 
higher education.  Its findings provide an enlarged understanding of this experience and 
contribute to the improved practice for women in student affairs. 
     Higher education has historically been a strong advocate for diversity and equity.  This 
advocacy is evidenced through the implementation of affirmative action hiring practices, the 
establishment of student recruitment goals that focus on enrolling a richly, diverse student body 
and the sponsorship of campus wide activities and programs intended to educate and engage 
campus community members in these issues.  Nonetheless, higher education fails to model these 
values at its senior leadership levels (Warner and DeFluer, 1993; Glazer-Raymo, 1999.  To 
effectively model these values and diversify senior leadership teams, more women, as well as 
other minorities need to be hired.  Effectively implementing programs to accomplish senior 
leadership equity and diversity requires an understanding of the higher education senior 
leadership team experience from the female perspective. The results of this study define this 
perspective and provide insight into how to maximize women’s potential for advancement and 
success within higher education senior leadership teams.   
     This study contributes to the understanding of leadership practices, since its methodology 
supportes the holistic study of women senior student affairs leaders within the context of their 
institution’s senior leadership teams.  Thus, its results move beyond defining successful 
 leadership characteristics and through the analysis of the rich empirical data embedded in this 
context, provide an understanding of successful leadership within this specifically defined 
context.  
     A debate exists in the literature regarding the de-linking of gender from leadership style 
(Komives, 1991; Thompson, 2000; Eagly & Johnson, 1990).  The results of this study 
substantively contribute to this debate. Does a woman need to adopt a leadership style defined in 
the literature as classically masculine to succeed in a work culture constrained my male norms 
and values? Do women who are successful within this context share a leadership style that is 
more consistent with or reflective of a classically male leadership style?  This study begins to 
answer these questions and provides knowledge that is useful to the design of effective 
educational leadership and preparation programs and curricula as well as professional and 
executive training programs. 
    Some scholars suggest (Oakley, 2000; Opengart & Bierema, 2002; Duncan, 1995) that 
successful women administrative leaders in higher education face the significant challenge of 
developing the skills necessary for achieving success in a male dominated culture while 
maintaining their female gender roles and identities.  Other scholars suggest (Smulyan, 2004; 
Sassen, 1983) that women are redefining what it means to be successful in their careers; and that 
they are rejecting success based on the male norms of competition and hierarchy.  This study 
adds to this discourse in the literature since it explores the influences that support and hinder the 
career success of women senior student affairs leaders and provides instructive insight into how 
these women define and understand career success in their lives. 
      
 
 Definition of Terms 
     Student Affairs - is an administrative unit within a higher education institution whose 
fundamental principle is the development of the whole student.  Its mission is to provide support 
services and out-of-class learning opportunities for undergraduate and graduate students that 
complement the academic mission of the institution.  Student Affairs areas typically include 
functional units such as admissions, housing, registrar, financial aid, student union, personal 
counseling, student activities and special support services. 
     Senior Student Affairs Officer (SSAO) - is the individual who holds the primary leadership 
position for student affairs at a college or university.  Such an individual may carry a variety of 
titles including, but not limited to, Vice President for Student Affairs, Associate Provost for 
Student Life, or Dean of Students. 
     Senior Leadership Team - in higher education consists of the highest ranking leaders 
/administrators within the college or university and typically includes the President or 
Chancellor, Provost or Vice President for Academic Affairs, Vice Presidents and Deans.  The 
senior leadership team functions as an administrative, policy making body for the institution. 
     Delimitations 
     This study is confined to women who have functioned for a minimum of five years as senior 
student affairs leaders within a higher education senior leadership team.    
 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
      In order to gain an understanding of the issues that influence women in their career 
advancement and success this literature review is presented in three sections. Section I places the 
study in its context; it includes a history of women in student affairs leadership positions, a 
review of the empirical studies conducted on women in student affairs and higher education 
administration and a discussion of women and their definition of the construct of career success. 
Section II provides a description of women’s psychosocial development and its impact on their 
leadership styles; it includes a review of the traditional and alternative female developmental 
theories and empirical studies on women’s psychosocial development, a review of the literature 
on women’s leadership styles, and leadership styles and gender. Section III provides a 
description of how women learn; it includes a review of women’s psychosocial development and 
its impact on their learning styles, a review of the literature on women’s learning in higher 
education, the women’s ways of knowing project, learning and gender, and women’s learning at 
work.  This chapter concludes with a brief summary of this review. 
     History of Women in Student Affairs 
     Women’s impact on student affairs leadership is deeply embedded in the history of the 
profession and has implications for understanding women’s current leadership realities in the 
field.  What follows is a brief history of women in leadership roles in student affairs.  
          1870 – 1930 
     Education for women was limited to a few years in the 1600s through the 1700s. But from 
1850 through 1900 the opinion that women gaining an education would be beneficial to society 
grew in popularity; and by 1890 women accounted for 35% of the undergraduate population 
(Graham, 1978).  This increase in female admissions resulted in the adoption of coeducation in 
 1833; with Ohio’s Oberlin College becoming America’s first coeducational institution (Gordon, 
1990).  In response to the needs of its female students, Oberlin College hired the first woman 
ever in 1870 as Lady Principal of the Female Department (Nidiffer, 2003).  The Lady Principal 
was in charge of the residential arrangements, counseling, health, and social needs of every 
woman who chose to study at the college (Nidiffer, 2000).   
     In 1892, female faculty were appointed to the position.  Their titles included Lady Principal, 
Matron or Head and they were given university-wide authority which expanded their roles 
beyond matron like duties (Nidiffer, 2000). They were the predecessors of later deans of women.                      
     The first meeting of deans of women occurred in 1903 with 17 attending.  They discussed 
such issues as the housing of women students, training of etiquette and social skills, women’s 
self governance, leadership opportunities for women students, and women’s intercollegiate 
athletics (Schwartz, 1997).  During this decade of the 1930s these deans of women focused on 
developing their profession as well as professionalizing themselves as a way to gain parity with 
men on predominately male campuses.  They set professional standards in student services by 
establishing graduate training programs, encouraging student focused research, challenging 
women to hold academic rank, and developing professional literature (Schwartz, 1996). 
         1930 – 1950 
     In 1931, the personnel movement officially transitioned into the college environment 
becoming known as the student personnel movement.  Deans of men assumed the leadership role 
of student personnel directors on their campuses; acting as the administrative coordinators of the 
institution’s work from the point of view of the whole student. The need for a separate office for 
a dean of men and a dean of women became highly questionable (Schwartz, 1996).   
     In 1937, the American Council on Education’s Committee on Student Welfare published a 
 monograph entitled “The Student Personnel Point of View”; a document that today continues to 
act as a framework for the student affairs profession.  This document served to change the office 
of the dean of men and the dean of women forever (Schwartz, 2002).   
     Deans of women supported the student personnel point of view and saw it as sound theory put 
into practice that would benefit students and women deans. What they did not realize was that 
the student personnel movement had significant implications for the demise of their profession.  
The prevailing thought at the time was that the coordination of all student personnel matters 
should be centralized and brought under the direction of a single director.  This single director 
was likely to be a male with a woman counselor under him (Rhatigan, 2000).       
          1950-1980  
     During the 1950s women were barely tolerated on campus; even though they represented 
almost half of the population and were outstanding academic achievers.  There was an effort to 
keep women exclusively in the home and out of the workplace.  At this same time a social 
conservatism seemed to be pervasive in America; pointing to men being in positions of 
leadership. These factors resulted in the slow but steady decline of women on college campuses.  
In the post World War II years, American higher education became male dominated again 
(Schwartz, 2001). 
The 1960s ushered in an era of unprecedented rebellion on college campuses.  The fear and 
disdain students felt toward compulsory military service, the unpopular war in Vietnam, and civil 
rights issues were further agitated by the impersonal bureaucracy that had become higher 
education (Astin, Astin, Bayer, & Bisconti, 1975).  All of this seemed to demand that a strong 
man head the centralized student personnel offices.       
As these issues and concerns coalesced deans of women began to disappear, despite their                                
 commitment to data collection, scientific analysis, and a deliberate and conscientious research 
agenda.  They could not prevail in the male dominated, executive ranks of higher education.  It 
was clear that gender was a deciding factor and it mattered greatly (Schwartz, 2002). 
     In 1940, almost 90% of deans of women reported directly to the presidents of their 
institutions; by 1962, this figure declined to 37%, and in 1971, only 10% directly reported to the 
president.  By 1976, less than 4% retained the title of dean (Tuttle, 1996).   
     The gender revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s, coupled with affirmative action, and a variety 
of court decisions and legislation that surfaced in 1970s and 1980s began transforming American 
higher education. Opportunities for the many qualified women who had been previously 
eliminated from executive positions were reappearing (Drum, 1993).  
          1980 – Present 
      By the 1980s women’s enrollment in college equaled that of men, and by the 1990s women 
surpassed men in absolute enrollment nationally (NCES, 2005).  The student unrest of the 1960s 
also produced a change in the administrative ranks of higher education.  It became evident that 
the senior leadership teams of American colleges and universities needed to provide leadership 
to address issues affecting the student experience.  Thus, student affairs evolved as a major 
division of higher education institutions (Drum, 1993).  Additionally in the 1970s, as issues of 
student satisfaction, retention, and increased vulnerability to litigation from students and their 
families surfaced, student affairs assumed new significance in the higher education landscape 
(Sandeen, 1991). 
     In the past two decades the long history of women in student affairs has resurfaced in the vice 
president for student affairs position.  Until this time, it was not typical for women to be 
employed at the vice presidential level in college and university senior leadership teams.  Today, 
 while a number of vice presidents for student affairs are women; this number is not reflective of 
the strong representation of women in the student affairs profession.  In the 1980s, 26% 
(Rickard, 1985) of senior student affairs officers were women. In the 1990s, 29% (National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators [NASPA], 1993) of women held this title and 
in 2005, 40% of vice presidents were women (NASPA, 2005), albeit mostly at baccalaureate and 
two year institutions (College and University Personnel Administrators [CUPA], 2005).   
     Empirical Studies on Women in Student Affairs and Higher Education Administration 
     During the 1970s, the women’s movement with its focus on sexism and bias, along with Title 
IX of the 1972 Educational Amendments, served to raise considerable interest in the position of 
women in the academy (Berry, 1979).  This interest far surpassed any previous concern for 
women on American college campuses; so much so that the 1980s were marked with ample 
research, dialogue, and scholarship on the impact of women in higher education.   
     By comparison, the 1990s and early 2000s, have been sluggish in continuing to bring to the 
forefront the experiences of women in higher education.  The literature of student affairs 
administration appears to have backed off scholarly interest in documenting the issues and 
experiences of women in the profession (Jones & Komives, 2001).  This researcher found very 
few studies focusing on women student affairs officers conducted within the past 15 years.  
While the demographic data describing women student affairs officers through the 1980s and the 
1990s appears to be sufficient (Randall et al., 1995; Rickard, 1985; Evans & Kuh, 1983), little 
attention has focused on the lived experiences of women in student affairs during this time 
period.  
     The literature on women’s leadership in higher education generally indicates that women are 
less likely than men to participate in higher education senior leadership teams (Warner & 
 DeFluer, 1993).  Several authors suggest (Blackhurst & Hubbard, 1997; Blackhurst, 2000a, 
2000b; Blackhurst et al., 1998a, 1998b; Oakes, 1999; Talbert-Hersi, 1993; Twale & Jelinek, 
1996; Johnsrud & Heck, 1994; Wentling, 1996; Crampton & Mishra, 1999) that women 
administrators in higher education face barriers in career advancement and satisfaction; resulting 
in their limited representation on senior leadership teams.  They attribute this lack of 
advancement and satisfaction to women being paid less, receiving less support for research, 
having fewer opportunities to engage in mentoring relationships, and being promoted with less 
frequency than their male counterparts.  They also report women to be lacking in career 
strategies and political savvy.   
     Studies on women in student affairs indicate that they are more prone to challenges and 
unique problems than men in student affairs (Belch, 1991; Belch & Strange, 1995; Nobbe & 
Manning, 1997; Ting and Watt, 1999; Jones & Komives, 2001).  Research has also indicated that 
women in student affairs are less satisfied and more likely to leave the profession than males 
(Burns, 1982; Bender, 1980; Holmes, Verrier, & Chilsom, 1983; Blackhurst & Hubbard, 1997; 
Blackhurst, 2000a; Blackhurst et al., 1998a).  Role ambiguity and role conflict have also been 
cited (Blackhurst et al., 1998b; Ward, 1995) as challenges facing women in student affairs. 
     Rickard (1985) found significant differences between males and females in his study of 162 
newly appointed senior student affairs officers.  His findings suggested that in relation to their 
male counterparts women were appointed at a younger age, had less education, moved to senior 
positions from positions titled assistant director or coordinator, had less experience, were more 
likely to take positions at smaller institutions, and were more likely to have the title of dean or 
director, rather than vice president. 
     Sagaria’s study (1988) of position change and mobility in student affairs indicated that  
 women apply for new positions at the same rate as men, yet are hired at lower rates.  Evans and 
Kuh (1983) and Sagaria and Johnsrud (1988) found that women appointed to senior level 
leadership positions were more likely to be promoted from within their institutions. Men 
however, were selected from within and outside of their institutions; clearly resulting in more 
senior leadership opportunities for males.  Sagaria interprets these findings to be more reflective 
of organizational selection practices than individual aspirations and decisions regarding career 
mobility.  The hiring and promotion decision makers tend to select those similar to themselves 
where trust is perceived and common values are understood (Sagaria).  These dynamics have 
underprivileged women in the hiring and promotion processes in higher education and student 
affairs, and begin to explain the under representation of women in senior leadership positions.   
     Scott’s study (1992) of senior student affairs officer stressors indicated that women were 
significantly more stressed than their male counterparts in work and personal issues and on 
issues where balancing the two is required.  Schober-Morrell’s study (1994) of mid managers in 
student affairs found that gender was a much greater predictor of stress than position level. 
     Clement and Rickard (1992) conducted a qualitative study of 210 exemplary senior women 
student affairs officers to determine if gender issues impacted their work experience.  Their 
findings indicated that women were held to a different standard with differing expectations for 
leadership style and career success.  Specifically, women in this study reported that when 
compared to their male counterparts they were expected to be more forgiving, less hierarchical, 
more nurturing, and more collaborative.  Also reported as a gender issue, were hidden work 
loads which placed women in advisory roles or on committees which served to move them from 
the perceived circle of power and increase their work assignments. 
     A study conducted by Randall et al. (1995) of 160 women who achieved senior student affairs 
 officer status revealed that these women were relatively new in their positions, White, middle-
aged, married, and had been in the student affairs profession for more than ten years.  They were 
most likely serving as senior student affairs officers at a private colleges or universities in 
contrast to minority women senior student affairs officers who were more likely to be at public 
institutions and younger than their White counterparts.   
     Women in this study reported a high level of job satisfaction.  The women cited the most 
satisfying aspects of their positions as interaction with students, assisting students and staff in 
their personal development, assisting staff with professional development, independence in 
decision making, variety in their job responsibilities, and serving as senior leaders in their 
institutions.  The women cited the least satisfying aspects of their positions as limited budgets, 
understaffing, politics, territoriality, lack of support for their areas, the time demands of their 
positions, and feeling isolated at the top due to the lack of female colleagues at the senior 
leadership levels of their institutions.   
     Additional studies have suggested reasons why women have had difficulty moving into senior 
leadership positions.  Researchers (Bielby & Baron, 1984; Konrad & Pfeiffer, 1991) have used 
the term “sex segregation” to describe the inequality found in higher education senior leadership 
positions.  This segregation is enhanced when certain positions become specific to a particular 
gender and/or ethnicity due to history or tradition; making it extremely difficult to integrate these 
positions.  Consequently, the positions most often occupied by women are likely to continue to 
be filled by women; resulting in these positions becoming devalued and viewed as less 
prestigious. Sagaria (1988) and Johnsrud (1991) found that sponsorship for influential 
individuals and the creation of special positions act to disadvantage women at senior positions 
leadership levels; therefore enhancing sex segregation.  
      McEwen, Engstrom, Williams (1990) and McEwen, Williams, Engstrom, (1991) cited the 
increased representation of women in student affairs through enrollments in graduate preparation 
programs, memberships in professional associations, and the perceptions of student affairs 
professionals.  This increase of women in the profession, when coupled with lower salaries, has 
resulted in what has been referred to as the “feminization” of the profession.  This feminization 
has served to devalue the profession (Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990), create discrimination in salary 
levels (McEwen et al, 1990; McEwen et al., 1991) and render student affairs a less desirable 
profession (Hughes, 1990).   Nonetheless, several studies (Drummond, 1995; McEwen et al., 
1990; McEwen et al., 1991; Twale, 1995; Hamrick & Carlisle 1990) have found that White 
males continue to be the majority in senior student affairs positions with women being the 
majority in the lower level more nurturing positions, such as counseling and residence life.   
      The nature of student affairs work typically demands long and non traditional work hours 
which can include multiple evenings per week and weekend work.  Additionally, the culture of 
the profession, particularly for entry and middle management staff, is one that makes the 
balancing of work and raising a family particularly complicated.  Belch (1991) found that mid 
level managers in student affairs were more likely to face challenges in balancing work and 
personal life demands.  Nobbe and Manning (1997) suggest that student affairs needs to critically 
examine its work expectations and re-engineer its approach if it is to retain female middle 
managers who are interested and capable of advancing to senior leadership positions.   
     Nobbe and Manning’s study of women with children, in varying levels of position seniority in 
student affairs, suggested that flexibility in all aspects of the work experience was essential to 
retaining all levels of employees. Upon their return to work after maternity leave, the women 
in their study reported experiencing subtle forms of discrimination.  This discrimination surfaced 
 in differences in their work productivity pre and post motherhood.  
      Research investigating women’s attrition from student affairs, as it relates to their satisfaction 
in the profession, was conducted in the 1980s and early 1990s (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; 
Richmond & Sherman, 1991; Tinsley, 1985; Holmes et al., 1983; Rickard, 1985, Evans & Kuh, 
1983; Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990).  These research findings indicated that women, other than 
those in senior officer or director positions, were less satisfied with the profession than their male 
counterparts; therefore they were more likely to leave the profession and/or not envision 
themselves remaining in it for the duration of their careers.  The reasons cited for this 
dissatisfaction included lack of advancement opportunities (Bender, 1980), insufficient 
representation at the senior leadership levels (Evans & Kuh, 1983), fewer opportunities for 
access to responsibilities that lead to career advancement (Rickard, 1995), and fewer mentoring 
relationships (Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990).       
     Studies were conducted in the recent decade (Blackhurst et al., 1998a, 1998b; Blackhurst & 
Hubbard, 1997; Blackhurst, 2000a, 2000b; Ting, 1997; Randall et al., 1995; Belch & Strange, 
1995; Twale, 1995; Twale & Jelinek, 1996; Ting & Watt, 1999) to determine the current extent 
and factors affecting women’s satisfaction and subsequent retention in the student affairs 
profession.  Retention in the profession was found to be greater for men than women, despite the 
strong representation of women in the field (Blackhurst, 2000a).  Position title, length of time in 
a position, educational attainment, and length of time in higher education were found to be 
indicators of satisfaction and subsequent retention in the field (Blackhurst, et al., 1998a; 
Blackhurst, 2000a; Ting & Watt, 1999; Ting, 1997; Belch & Strange, 1995).  
     Blackhurst (2000a) found that that the career satisfaction of women had increased over 
the past decade; those reporting high level satisfaction were White women in senior leadership 
 positions. This finding of high satisfaction levels of women senior student affairs officers is  
significant since it has remained consistent over the past two decades as reported in previous 
research studies (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Tinsley, 1985). Women in middle management 
positions reported significantly lower levels of satisfaction with and commitment to the student 
affairs profession; this finding also remains significant since it is consistent with previous studies 
(Bender; Burns; Tinsley).  Middle management women also reported perceiving moderate to 
high levels of sex discrimination as evidenced in salary inequity, being asked to work longer 
hours and on less visible tasks, and being given less autonomy than males.  White women and 
women aged 23 to 36 reported perceived sex discrimination to a lesser degree than older Black 
or Hispanic women (Blackhurst, 2000a).   
    Belch and Strange (1995) suggest that bottlenecking exists for women in student affairs 
between the level of director and senior leadership positions. They also found the glass ceiling 
effect to explain restrictions for promotions from director to deans and senior leaders for women 
in student affairs. Ting (1997) found that female professionals appeared to face challenges such 
as balancing family responsibilities, gender discrimination, and limited opportunities for 
advancement.     
     Ting and Watt (1999)  reported that middle management and entry level women intended to 
leave the student affairs field within five years citing work pressure, burn out, frequent business 
travel, unstable funding for their areas, lack of political savvy, perceived limited opportunities 
for promotion, and an interest in college teaching.  When asked if they knew anyone who left 
and field and why they did so the women cited limited promotional opportunities, getting 
married, raising children, insufficient earnings, and male domination in the upper levels of 
 employment.  Graduate students in this study reported that their peers left the profession due to 
difficulty communicating with male supervisors, low pay, long hours, and change in career 
interests.  In a study conducted by Twale & Jelinek, (1996) nearly 40% of female graduate 
students and new professionals in student affairs reported a lack of mentorship affecting their 
intentions to leave the profession. 
     This review of empirical research on women as student affairs and higher education 
administrators leaves many gaps to be pursued by further research.  With specific regard to 
student affairs, Blackhurst and Hubbard (1977), Blackhurst et al., (1998a, 1998b) and Blackhurst 
(2000a, 2000b), appear to be the most prolific researchers of women as student affairs leaders 
within the last decade.  Yet, even Blackhurst and Hubbard (1997) comment on the need for 
additional research as discussed in Chapter 1, “Given the number of women pursuing careers in 
student affairs, both men and women need to understand the unique demands and experiences 
faced by women in the field.  In addition researchers must continue to … research the experience 
of women student affairs professionals” (p. 458). 
     Women and the Construct of Career Success 
     According Northcutt (1991), success has to do with the achievement of goals and these goals 
vary between individuals.  More specifically, Northcutt defines career success for women as 
recognition and reward by others. In a review of the literature, Northcutt found that hard 
working, persevering, committed to their careers and general career goals were among the 
common characteristics describing successful career women.  In addition, women in male 
dominated professions such as educational administration are more aggressive, independent, self 
confident, autonomous, and unconventional than women in other professions.   
     Langford (1993), in a review of the literature on gender differences in school administration 
 found, that if women establish authority in a less authoritative way than men and emphasize their 
concern for interrelatedness and cohesiveness they are more successful in being perceived as 
successful leaders.  Griffin (1992) argued that people perceive as successful those managers 
whose leadership styles closely followed gender stereotypes; males were rated more positively 
when they were authoritative and females were rated more positively when they were 
participative.  Such participative behavior is perceived by many as “gender appropriate” or a 
feminine characteristic (Gilligan, 1982, 1993; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986, 
1997). 
      Duncan (1993) suggested that the socialization of female administrators as women or as 
“feminine” has a significant influence on female administrative leadership behavior.  Women 
who aspire to be successful administrative leaders almost have to accept cultural prescriptions 
for “appropriate” or feminine behavior while developing the skills necessary to gain entry into 
the male-dominated culture of educational administrative leadership. Successful women 
administrative leaders face a significant challenge; they need to acquire the skills - ways of 
acting, talking, dressing, and interacting - necessary for leadership success in the dominant 
culture while still validating their own identity and self esteem (Duncan,1995).   
     According to Bierema, (2001, 2003) women who achieve senior leadership status in higher 
education are often very aware of the differences created by the fact that they are women 
working in male cultures.  These differences place women at a developmental disadvantage in 
the higher education workplace because of the hidden curriculum that teaches them to assimilate 
a patriarchal culture.  Women must often suppress their female identity to succeed in this cultural 
context. They can find themselves searching for appropriate expressions of behavior and values; 
this environment (Twale & Jelinek, 1996; Blackhurst, 2000b). 
       As women acculturate into a male dictated and defined work culture to achieve career 
success they act to devalue their gender roles and are deprived of their women’s identity 
(Opengart & Bierema, 2002).  When women learn and express these types of emotional 
responses in the workplace, they suppress their ability to achieve career success on their terms as 
women.  Thus, preventing themselves from addressing the issues of workplace power and 
perpetuating the oppressive patriarchal culture that acts as a barrier to their advancement to 
senior leadership positions 
     Oakley (2000) discusses the double- bind women face in attaining career success.  She 
suggests that for women to be perceived as credible or successful in senior leadership roles they 
must be authoritative like their male counterparts; but if too authoritative they risk being 
perceived as too aggressive.  A specific double-bind discussed by Jamieson (1995) is the 
feminine/competency bind.  Jamieson argues that for women to attain career success they must 
adopt masculine characteristics to be considered competent because acting feminine is equated 
with incompetence.  One might conclude that if a woman achieves career success she cannot be 
feminine.  
     Smulyan (2004) conducted a ten year study of female graduates at Swathmore College, who 
chose careers as teachers and doctors.  Her findings suggest that women appear to be redefining 
personal and career success in ways which challenge the previously male defined construct 
(Phillips & Imhoff, 1997; Smulyan, 2000).  As women enter into the public sector in a broader 
range of jobs, they are influenced by a discourse of success that emphasizes individualism, equal 
opportunity, and rational notions of excellence (Francis, 2000).  Smulyan’s subjects discussed 
recognition of this discourse and sometimes challenged it as they searched for a different 
language from which to construct the meaning of career success.  The subjects in her study were 
 examining the notions of career success and status and attempting to reconstruct these notions for 
themselves as they negotiated their career paths.  The tensions expressed by these women 
included negotiating traditional and non traditional careers, professionalism and femininity, and 
career and family.  Through this negotiation, these women are contributing to a new set of 
cultural meanings; problematizing what it means to have a career, to achieve career success, and 
to be working women attempting to develop new discourses to explain themselves.     
     Sassen (1980), explained that women did not fear career success; but they did reject success 
based on competition and hierarchy.  The recent research on career choice that emphasizes  
gender-based values and goals (Eccles, 1994; Lent, Brown, Hackett, 1994; Lackland & De Lisi, 
2001) also suggests that women are redefining what it means to be successful in their careers. 
     Bates and Self (1983) in a review of the popular advice books on women and career success                           
indicate that these books offer no single message for readers about how to pursue individual 
career success.  How one defines career success has implications for what actions one will advise 
another to take to achieve it.  Popular career success books appear to be grouped according to the 
author’s definition of career success.  Some authors define career success according to external 
markers such as money, power, advancement to high status positions (Harragan, 1977).  Some 
define it according to internal markers such as the individual woman should determine the 
appropriate balance between her work and private life and integrate her various roles according 
to her own priorities (Josefowitz, 1980).  Still other authors define career success ambiguously, 
in that they present a mixed view of what constitutes career success, or they fail to state explicit 
criteria for determining career success (Stewart, 1978). 
     Psychosocial Development of Women   
    Research in the area of women’s psychosocial development has divided theorists into two 
 distinct camps; those adhering to traditional developmental theories and those proposing 
alternative female developmental theories.  
          Traditional Developmental Theories 
     The traditional theories for understanding the psychosocial development of women focus on 
research studies that were either conducted using male subjects and/or conceptualized by male 
theorists such as Erickson (1982), Kohlberg (1973), Perry (1970), Levinson, Darrow, Klein, 
Levinson, & Mc Kee (1978), and Maslow (1970).  Theories resulting from these studies assume 
that adult development is a universal phenomenon and suggest two developmental norms which 
reflect this universality: 
• development progresses through sequential stages or phases and, 
• autonomy or separateness is the goal or pinnacle of development (Caffarella & Olson, 
1993). 
     Sales (1978), writes that women’s development follows the same sequence of highs and lows 
as men but has some variation in relation to the basic life tasks and timetables.  She identifies a 
specific stage theory of women’s development with each stage having its own developmental 
tasks.  Sales believes that women need to adapt to changing roles as children are born, develop, 
leave home, and have children themselves.  Sales assumes that for women, as well as men, the 
primary goal of development is achieving a separate sense of self and autonomy. 
     Merriam and Clark (1991), contend that the broad themes of love and work, as described by 
Erickson (1982) and others are two social and psychological forces that shape both men and 
women’s lives.  They acknowledge that interrelatedness, connectedness, and caring are the lens 
 through which women interpret the world. Love in the lives of women is vital to this 
connectedness. They also suggest that work and working are important to the identity and self 
definition of women.  They stress that a “mature state” of development calls for an integration of 
the love and work domains.  
      Targ (1979) suggests that unanticipated events in women’s lives such as divorce and 
widowhood need to be considered when building a theory on women’s psychosocial 
development. 
     Traditional Developmental Theories – Empirical Studies 
     Empirical studies supporting the traditional theories have included cross validation studies.  
These studies used all female subjects to explore the generalizability of these traditional theories 
to women.  In the case of Levinson et al. (1978) researchers used in-depth interviews, the same 
methodology as the original team used with male subjects, to determine if Levinson ‘s construct 
of life structure could be generalized to women.  Levinson defines life structure as “the 
underlying pattern or design of a person’s life at any given time” (p. 41).  His Life Structure 
Theory suggests that men evolve through an orderly sequence of stable and transitional periods 
that correlate with chronological age.  For male subjects elements of the life structure 
(occupation, marriage, family) tended to be established and maintained during stable periods but 
questioned during transitional periods, with reexamination and pain especially prevalent during 
mid life transition around ages 40 to 45.  
     Researchers cross validating Levinson’s Life Structure Theory with female subjects, found 
that in certain respects his theory was confirmed.  Alexander (1980), found that her female 
subjects experienced three broad developmental stages similar to the Levinson et al. (1978) 
 findings for men; Early Adult Transition, Getting Into the Adult World and The Age 30 
Transition.  Other researchers found that the Levinson model applied but in different age time 
frames.  Kahnweiler (1980) found that issues typically explained by men in their 20’s, such as 
choosing an occupation, were significant in women in their 30’s and 40’s who were returning to 
school to earn an undergraduate degree.  Zubrod (1980) found that the women in her study 
became more realistic in their thinking and actions during the age 30 transition; resulting in a 
more informed sense of self.  In their early 30s and 40s her respondents became more 
autonomous and introspective; expressing a particular need to do “something significant”. 
     The differences found with female subjects using the Levinson Life Structure Theory 
indicated a greater complexity in women’s love and career patterns. Murrell and Donohue (1982) 
found that women aged 34 to 65 selected a lifestyle of marriage, career or both in their 20’s, and 
few had a plan for career advancement.  Stewart’s (1977) participants, ages 31 to 39, displayed a 
wide variability in their commitment to marriage and career as sources of their identity.  Thus, 
different patterns appear to characterize varied cohorts. 
     Other researches suggest that differences which appear to be related to chronological age may 
be a function of the time period in which a woman is socialized.  Barner (1981) found that during 
the mid-life transition his respondents did not report an extreme level of questioning and 
dissatisfaction.  Rather, he found the youngest respondents, ages 27 to 32, reported experiencing 
the greatest amount of self doubt. 
     Jeffries (1985), who studied African American women, found that age was not significantly 
related to the psychosocial development of Black women.  She found that while unique stages 
and characteristics existed in the psychosocial development of Black women, their development 
was more dependent on cultural and environmental circumstances.  
      In a cross-validation study of Erickson’s theory, Josselson (1987) used all female subjects.   
Erickson’s (1963, 1982) seven stage theory of development over the life span suggests three 
major invariant stages; each involving distinct conflicts that adults must resolve prior to moving 
to the next stage.  To gain a better understanding of Erickson’s fourth stage, identity formulation, 
Josselson conducted a longitudinal study of women beginning in their senior year of college and 
following them through to 12 years later. She divided her subjects into four distinct groups; with 
each group defined as being on a different path to negotiating their identity formulation.  She 
confirmed that each of the four groups viewed their central selves differently yet, certain themes 
were consistent in each group’s development.  She found that the most salient theme surrounding 
her subjects’ identity formulation process was their web of relationships; which included primary 
family, husband, partners, children, and friends.   
     Even in relation to their careers, which were a secondary concern to the women in her study, 
integrating the components of care and relatedness were essential.  Josselson’s findings further 
suggest that while becoming their own separate person may be a part of identity formulation for 
women, maintaining a sense of connectedness and afflation with others is crucial to their 
development.  
     In summary, these studies confirmed that three key findings, found to be consistent in the 
traditional developmental theories with men, were also essential to understanding the 
psychosocial development of women: 
• the idea of alternating and stable life periods, 
• the importance of having a firm sense of self and identity, and 
• the need for intimacy.   
 These studies using female subjects to test traditional development theory also provided 
results that were different from those using men as subjects.  These differences include:  
• a general lack of agreement as to what occurs in each life period for women, and 
• that women’s development is not a clear, linear process based on decision making.   
      For women, the web of relationships and connectedness to others surfaced as central to their 
developmental growth.  These findings serve to make women’s development less clearly defined 
and the paths they choose more dependent on the needs of significant others who comprise the 
primary relationships in women’s lives. 
     On the issue of generalizability, the researchers of these studies caution that these findings 
cannot be generalized due to the lack of diversity in the population studied, the limited nature of 
     the research designs and type of methodologies utilized (Caffarella, 1992). 
     Alternative Theories of Female Development 
     Some scholars believe that traditional developmental theories fail to properly represent the 
differing voices of female development. The major assumption of these scholars is that since 
these theories were written from the male perspective and used males as subjects, they failed to 
integrate the female perspective.  Therefore, they argue that edification of developmental theory 
that identifies the unique patterns of women’s psychosocial development is necessary. 
     Chodrow (1971, 1974, 1978, 1987), observed that during early socialization women come to 
define themselves in relation and connection to others more than men.  She further suggests that 
since women are the primary socializers and nurturers of children, the concept of “being” is more 
central to their development.  For men, the concept of “doing” is more central to their 
 development, given their concern for their work lives.  According to Chodrow, for women the 
development of self requires the integration of the needs of others with an ability to meet one’s 
own needs.     
     Many theorists support the notion that women’s development is rooted in attachment and 
affiliation to a far greater degree than men’s.  Bardwick (1980) describes women as more 
relational in their orientation than men, so it is more difficult for them to control their lives 
because they respond to the needs of others.  Bardwick suggests (1978, 1980) that developmental 
theory needs to be reframed to reflect important gender differences in work styles and degree of 
responsibility for parenting and childrearing.  Similar to Bradwick, Miller (1986) claims that the 
organizing principle for women’s lives is doing for others; hence women tend to place the needs 
of others first. 
     Gilligan’s (1982, 1993) theory of moral development suggests that women tend to think and 
speak in a different way than men when they confront ethical dilemmas.  Gilligan attributes these 
differences to identities formed early in life as opposed to biological differences.  She sees two 
separate but non competing ways of responding to moral issues and she associates one way as 
being more typically male and the other as being more typically female.  She believes that both 
men and women can respond to moral issues from the same perspective; suggesting that one’s 
self image acts as the determinant for the perspective chosen.   
     According to Gilligan, what distinguishes these perspectives is the quantity and quality of 
relationships in one’s lives.  She contends that men do consider the implications of relationships in 
their moral decision making but their primary interests lie in issues of rights and justice. She 
believes that the masculine response to morality is that of an ethic of justice – individuals have 
certain basic rights and that you have to respect the rights of others.  For men, morality imposes 
 restrictions on what you can do.  In contrast, for women morality is an imperative to care for 
others.  A women’s response to morality reflects the feminine ethic of care; morality is that people 
have responsibilities towards others.            
          Carol Gilligan (1979, 1986) claims that single theories of reasoning patterns and stages of 
moral development fail to capture the different realities of women’s lives.  In her work with 
Kohlberg (1973), as they measured ethical maturity by analyzing responses to hypothetical moral 
dilemmas, she became very uncomfortable with the lower scores women achieved in his model of 
development.  This discomfort prompted her to conduct investigations which led to her three stage 
theory of women’s moral development (Gilligan, 1977, 1982, 1993).   
     The first stage, Orientation to Individual Survival or Preconventional Morality, she defines as a 
selfish stage where there is no feeling of “should” and women care only for themselves.  Life 
events, particularly prospective motherhood, bring about a change in self-concept; a new 
connectedness.  Women learn to care for others and that selfishness is wrong.  They begin to 
contrast the selfishness of a willful decision and the responsibility of moral choice.  This contrast 
leads women to a second stage of moral development, Goodness as Self-Sacrifice or Conventional 
Morality; often defined as the selfless stage. In this second stage women begin to feel that it is 
wrong to act in their own interests and they define their moral worth on the basis on their ability to 
care about others.  They equate concern for themselves with selflessness and learn that it is just as 
wrong to ignore their own interests as it is to ignore the interests of others.  This change in self-
image can stimulate a transition to the third stage of more mature ethical thinking.  In this third 
stage of Responsibility for Consequences of Choice or Postconventional Morality, where they see 
care as a universal imperative and are able to assert a moral equality between caring for self and 
 others. One route to this understanding comes through women’s concern with connecting with 
harms the relationship.    
     Gilligan’s work has been criticized due to what some researchers see as lack of extensive 
research to support her theory.  Additionally, she utilized the case study approach which is often 
viewed as non generalizable due to its small sample size. Gilligan argues that the deep and rich 
data of her case studies supports the reliability of her work.  Follow up studies by other 
researchers using Kohlberg’s model and scoring system have found men and women at the same 
level of ethical maturity when samples are controlled for education and occupation (Muss, 1988). 
      Peck (1986), built on the work of Miller (1986), Gilligan (1977,1982), and Baruch, Barnett, & 
Rivers.(1983), to suggest a comprehensive theory of women’s development which defines women 
by taking into account the unique ways that women define themselves throughout their adult lives.  
Peck’s theory suggests that for women the developmental process can be viewed as a spiraling 
funnel influenced by the social and historical environment of a woman’s lifetime and the circle of 
influence or relationships (family, friends, and work relationships) in which she is involved.  The 
key to expanding this funnel, and subsequently her definition of self, is woman’s ability to 
influence and change her web of relationships.  As with previous theorists, for Peck, what lies at 
the core of women’s development is the issue of attachment to others. 
     Alternate Theories of Female Development – Empirical Studies 
     Several theorists, including Unger (1983) and Lerman (1987), have recommended that 
researchers utilize more inductive, qualitative approaches when building female developmental 
theory.  They argue that using a research model that focuses on reflection and dialogue enables 
researchers to more fully understand the world of women.  Specifically, empirical research 
 utilizing qualitative methodologies to capture the female perspective has included interviews, 
observations, and questionnaires.  
     Rubin (1979), studied women who initially selected motherhood and marriage as primary life 
tasks; but who subsequently had paying jobs outside of the home.  These women consistently 
described themselves in terms of being - trying to be patient, trying to be loving, trying to be 
kind - trying to be all things to all people seemed to be their goal.  The majority of Rubin’s 
respondents were struggling with what she termed as their “elusive selves”; attempting to answer 
the question of what they wanted to be and what they wanted to achieve in the next 30 to 40 
years of their lives.  
     Carol Gilligan cited numerous studies to support her theory on women’s moral development.  
She cited Lever’s (1976) study of children at play where findings indicated that when boys had a 
dispute over the game they actively resolved it but when girls had a dispute they stopped playing 
or changed the rules in order to protect the relationship.  In Gilligan’s view this behavior carries 
into adult life; men abide by the rules and see relationships as replaceable where as women 
change the rules to preserve relationships.       
     In 1973 when the Supreme Court legalized abortion Gilligan saw this as creating a situation 
where women would have to make a major choice on moral grounds.  She conducted extensive 
interviews (Gilligan, 1983, 1992) with 24 women who were deciding whether to terminate a 
pregnancy and followed up with 21 of these women one year later.  These women discussed their 
choice within a framework of relationships and care rather than justice. The moral imperative 
that consistently surfaced was the injunction to care for others. They consistently used the words 
selfish and responsibility to explain their thinking and decision making.  In the context of this 
 study, responsibility was interpreted as exercising care, and not being selfish meant not causing 
hurt.  
     Hancock (1981, 1985) investigated women’s lives through intensive biographical interviews.  
Her participants consistently described themselves in terms of their relationships with others, as 
opposed to references to themselves by age or occupation. They described their growing into 
adulthood through life events that connected them with others, such as leaving home, getting 
married, and having children.  Through the analysis of her data, Hancock questioned the 
emphasis on separateness in definitions of adult maturity.  She concluded that women redefine 
“adulthood by anchoring choice and self-direction in the context of relationships and care and 
not just autonomy and self-determination” (p. 199).  In a later work, Hancock (1989) revisited 
her earlier developed biographies of women to conclude that female development is a dynamic, 
circular process.  She found the human values of care, cooperation, and competence to be 
significant in women’s development. 
     McLean (1980) compared the life patterns and plans of young adult and middle-aged women.  
She found that women attached different levels of importance to their goals of work and family 
during their life times.  This led her to conclude that while women have life goals they do not 
always make them a reality.  She saw women’s lives as very complex, in that they are constantly 
changing with new roles coming into focus and old roles leaving at various points in their lives. 
     Baruch et al. (1983) studied the concept of well being on women’s lives.  These researchers 
found that well being for women included elements of both the mastery/doing and pleasure/ 
feeling sides of life.  Women scoring highest on mastery and pleasure were married with children 
and in high prestige jobs. Women who worked for pay outside of the home had the highest 
mastery scores and homemakers with children tended to have high pleasure scores.  The 
 researchers concluded that multiple roles had a strengthening effect on women’s well being.  
Therefore, the concern for women is not that they have multiple roles to play but, that they 
effectively manage the roles and resources they have. 
     Bateson (1989) conducted qualitative research that merged richly descriptive stories of 
successful and productive women that resulted in findings that defined the lives of these women 
to be discontinuous and highly fluid.  In response to these dynamic patterns she found that 
women acquired survival skills which included the capacity to pay attention, to respond to 
constantly changing circumstances, and to live with ambiguity.  These women realized their 
growth through their relationships with significant others, friends, and their ability to be collegial 
at work.  Bateson’s study also supported the reappearing core element of other qualitative studies 
on women’s development; the caring for oneself and others. She emphasized that this ethic of 
caring exists in all aspects of a woman’s life - home, work, and play. 
     These researchers caution about generalizability, as did those who conducted empirical 
studies based on the traditional developmental theories.  Most of the subjects used to study the 
female developmental theories represented a specific population - middle aged, White women - 
which served to limit the generalizability of their studies (Caffarella & Olson, 1993). 
      In summary, three major themes emerge that are essential to understanding the     
psychosocial development of women from the perspective of alternative theories of female 
developmental: 
• the importance of relationships as central to women’s overall development, 
• the diverse and nonlinear patterns of development are the norm in women’s lives and, 
 • identity and intimacy are issues of continuing importance for women throughout their 
lives. 
     Women’s Development and Leadership Styles 
     The previous literature review of the psychosocial development of women using the 
traditional and alternative female developmental theories acts as a framework for understanding 
women’s leadership styles. 
As with developmental theory, most leadership theories are based on the male experience. The 
1970’s marked the beginnings of research on women in senior leadership positions.  Since that 
time the number of women in the workforce has grown substantially and this growth has served 
to stimulate research on the leadership styles of women.  While this data is in its infant stages, it 
does suggest that theories based on male behavior and studies that use male subjects are 
inadequate for understanding the lives of women as organizational leaders.  Studies of 
organizations indicate that  
• the profiles of women executives and their history in senior leadership positions are not 
the same as men, and  
• a legacy of discrimination and exclusion has shaped a world in which women’s 
experiences and behaviors are not like men (Shakeshaft 1987, 1989).  
                             Shakeshaft (1987, 1989) further indicates that many women, especially those with families,            
                       enter positions of leadership much later than their male counterparts and often have credentials  
that reflect periods of professional work place interruptions.  These interruptions are often due to   
leaves taken to raise children or care for aging parents.  Even women who have managed to 
remain in the work force consistently show erratic job patterns in terms of type of position and 
length of service.  Women’s career patterns are unlike those of men who tend to show a linear 
 career progression; moving up the ladder from entry level to top executive in what may be 
termed “normal” career development. 
     Through the early 1990s researchers concluded that gender differences did not exist in 
leadership styles (Powell, 1990, 1993; Bass, 1985; Kanter, 1977).  However, these conclusive 
findings were revisited when Roesner (1990) and Rosener, McAllister, & Stephens, (1990) 
published findings to the contrary.  These findings were based on a business and management 
study of male and female executives with similar backgrounds and concluded that women tend to 
manage in different ways than men.  The female executives in her study were found to be more 
interested in transforming people’s self interest into organizational goals by encouraging feelings 
of individual self-worth.  Where as, the men in her study led through a series of what she 
identified as “transactions” or concrete exchanges, which involved rewarding a job well done 
and punishing inadequate job performance. 
     Baker (1992) remarks about a paradigm shift in leadership style for the 21st century that views 
leading and managing as a holistic, inclusive process, rather than one in which a single leader’s 
viewpoint dominates.  This approach is evident in studies of women in leadership roles and 
speaks to a set of gender-related characteristics described as innate to most women. Women’s 
leadership styles seem to place a value on caring, responsibility to others, empowerment, 
interdependence, collaboration and collegiality.  Astin and Leland (1991) completed a qualitative 
study of 75 women spanning three generations.  In this study, which looked at leadership as a 
process of empowerment, the women they interviewed consistently demonstrated a passionate 
commitment, believed in involving others in the leadership process, possessed keen self-
awareness, and interpersonal communication skills.   
     In Megatrends for Women, Aburdene and Nasbitt (1992) coined the term “women  
 leadership” to describe what they considered to be a personality that reflected women’s 
values and leadership behavioral characteristics.  They identified 25 behaviors that characterized 
women’s leadership and clustered them into six central patterns identified as behaviors that 
empower, restructure, teach, provide role models, encourage openness, and stimulate questioning 
(Getskow, 1996). 
     Hawk (1995) conducted personal interviews with 15 women who had made it to the top of 
their organizations which included higher education, state government, private corporations, and 
not-for-profit organizations.  These women agreed that women need to develop a strong sense of 
self-awareness and confidence, cultivate a strong network, and establish long term goals. 
Through the analytical process, Hawk defined the following major themes as emerging from her 
data:  
• the majority of informants characterized their leadership style as collaborative, with a 
workplace that encouraged consensus building and collaboration;  
• the challenges and obstacles faced by many of the informants included juggling career 
and family, contending with gender bias and being left out of decision making; 
• critical factors contributing to the success of the informants included a supportive 
spouse, hard work and passion, a college education and being a risk taker; and  
• that having relationship and skill set mentors as role models played an important role 
in their success.  
     Helgesen (1990) researched female leadership strengths and organizational theories by 
observing and reporting on four successful female leaders from four different kinds of 
organizations. Helgesen contends that women bring communication, intermediary, and 
interpersonal skills to the leadership situation.  Her findings reveal that workplaces headed by 
 women offer innovative structures and strategies and encompass webs of inclusion – where 
sharing information is essential to success and rules of the hierarchy are unraveled through 
unexpected contact points.  Her model of a web structure as exemplified in the four women she 
studied nurtures talent, encourages rather than demands, and interconnects rather than gives 
orders.  “Authority in the structure of the web has a teacher like quality.” (p.225).  The women in 
her case study used their words and tones to model values, instruct, influence, and persuade 
others to share their values. Care and empowerment became leadership tasks for these women.            
Helgesen (1990) uses the metaphor of a spider web with the leader in the center to describe 
women’s leadership style.  The image of the web reflects how women connect to the interwoven 
parts of their organizations suggesting the importance of affiliation, inclusion, and group verses 
individual achievement.  On the issue of women’s professional and personal lives, Helgesen 
contends that women carry a mental involvement of their families during the workday which 
sometimes turns into a physical involvement when children’s’ needs must be met such as 
 doctor’s appointments, educational needs, or extracurricular activities.   
     According to Helgesen, this integration of work and home is both advantageous and 
disadvantageous to women who hold or are aspiring to hold leadership positions.  She sees the 
juggling of managing the household chores and raising children while maintaining a career as 
advantageous; since it gives women an edge over men in their ability to prioritize in a leadership 
position.  It can disadvantage women who are trying to succeed professionally in a traditionally 
male dominated work culture that is insensitive to the multiple roles and personal obligations of 
women.   
     Leadership Styles and Gender 
     The leadership literature reflects a differentiation of gender from sex.  It defines sex as 
 biological in nature (Brandser, 1996; Korac-Kakabadse & Korac-Kakabadse 1989) and gender as 
more of a cultural creation (Bem, 1974; Gray, 1989, 1993). This differentiation provides for 
males and females alike to exhibit leadership qualities typically assessed to each others gender.  
Nonetheless, most organizations in America, including colleges and universities, are defined by 
bureaucratic structures that incorporate what has been classically defined in the literature as 
masculine ways of functioning and leading (Bierema, 1999).  These masculine ways are often 
characterized as impersonal, task oriented, and incorporating a transactional approach to 
leadership which reflects exchanging rewards for services, identifying errors and dispensing 
punishment for inadequate performance, and asserting power based on organizational rank 
(Burke & Collins, 2001; Pounder & Coleman, 2002; Crampton & Mishra, 1999).   
     This type of organization differs from what the literature has defined as classically feminine 
which includes such attributes as open and shared information, shared leadership, shared vision, 
collaborative decision making, and team building which characterize the transformational 
leadership approach (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Park, 1996; Shakeshaft, 1989; Blackmore, 1999; 
Pevoto, 2003; Guido-DiBrito, Noteboom, Nathan, & Fenty,1997).  The transformational-
transactional leadership construct had its beginnings with Burns (1978) and was later adapted by 
Bass (1985) and Bass and Avilio (1990).  This construct is viewed as a continuum allowing 
individuals to utilize both transactional and transformational qualities (Burns; Bass).  
     Gender qualities as determinants of leadership style are supported in the literature on 
women’s psychosocial development as documented in the previous section (Helgsesn, 1990; 
Rosener, 1990; Shakeshaft, 1989; Hawk, 1995).  However, this is not a universal view and those 
researchers who choose to de-link gender from leadership style state several arguments for 
supporting this contrary view.  
      They suggest that there is a lack in the reporting of the no or little differences data regarding 
male and female leadership styles, and that there are a number of other possible determinants of 
leadership style including stereotyping or societal socialization, organizational demographics, 
workplace socialization, differences in organizational types, and national culture. 
Several studies conclude that gender is independent of leadership style (Ronk, 1993; 
Butterfield & Powell, 1981; Campbell, Boomer, & Yeo, 1993) and others suggest that few, if 
any, differences exist in the leadership behaviors of males and females (Kolb, 1999; Davidson & 
Burke, 1994; Komives, 1991; Carless, 1998; Thompson, 2000). 
    Stereotyping or societal socialization/experiences appears to be the major reason in the 
literature for why gender does not account for differences in male and female leadership styles.  
This stereotyping can act to disadvantage women since it assumes that men are more suited to 
leadership roles than women (Valentine & Godkin, 2000; Cooper, 1997; Osland, Snyder, Hunter, 
1998; Campbell et al., 1993). 
     Organizational demographic factors such as length of time in the position, length of service to 
the organization, experience in discharging senior leadership responsibilities, and the structure of 
the peer managers work group have been found to influence leadership style (Kanter, 1977; 
Korac-Kakabadse et al 1998; Fierman, 1990). 
    Workplace socialization/experiences can also serve to determine an individual’s leadership 
style.  Studies indicate that males and females respond/lead differently in the workplace due to 
their being treated differently in terms of job status, responsibilities, promotion, and tenure 
opportunities (Kanter, 1977; Schmuck, 1996; Gardiner & Tiggeman, 1999).    
     Differences in types of organizations or organizational context have been suggested as 
reasons for differences in leadership styles.  The term gender congeniality has been used to 
 describe the fit between the requirements of a particular leadership situation and a particular 
gender.  For example, the military environment has been found to be congenial to males and 
hospitals and educational institutions to females (Carless, 1998; Maher, 1997). 
     National culture, as a context, has also been cited as having an affect one’s leadership style; 
suggesting that the preferences for a particular style of leadership or the sex of a leader can 
reflect the national culture of both subjects and researchers (Coleman, Qiang, & Yanping, 1998; 
Carless, 1998; Hofstede, 1980). 
      Eagly and Johnson (1990) conducted a meta-analysis of the 162 available research studies 
from 1961-1987 in which the leadership styles of men and women were compared and statistical 
analyses were performed on the resulting data.  This quantitative analysis produced very 
complicated findings. Studies conducted in assessment settings, where respondents not in 
leadership roles were asked to assess their leadership styles, resulted in stereotypical gender 
differences but to a lesser degree than studies conducted in experimental settings. Where as, 
studies conducted in organizational settings, reflected the least degree of stereotypical findings.  
The strongest effect in this study was that in all research settings, women’s leadership styles 
were more interpersonally oriented and democratic than men’s.  This tendency did weaken in 
contexts where women in leadership roles were rare.  This finding may suggest that women who 
survive in such roles may feel the need to adopt styles more typical of their male counterparts. 
     A follow up meta-analysis was conducted by Van Engen and Willemsen (2000) to determine 
if gender differences continued to exist in the late 1990s and if so, were they still influenced by 
contextual factors as was the case with Eagly and Johnson (1990).  Their research reviewed 142 
studies that appeared after the 1990 meta-analysis conducted by Eagly and Johnson.  Their meta-
analysis also reviewed studies on transformational or charismatic leadership, since this construct 
 did not exist at the time of the Eagly and Johnson study.  They concluded that gendered 
differences in leadership style existed in the late 1990s but that generally speaking males and 
females lead similarly.  As opposed to the Eagly and Johnson study, this weakest effect found in 
this study was that women led more democratically.  Another opposite result from the Eagly and 
Johnson study was found in the data on research settings.  This study concluded that little  
differences were found between male and female leadership styles in assessment settings, 
laboratory settings revealed differences that were in the mid range, with organizational settings 
indicating the least differences.  Their results also found a higher incidence of stereotypical 
findings in educational and business contexts rather than governmental settings where the male/ 
female ratio is more equally balanced.    
     Women’s Development and Learning 
     The themes that emerged as essential to understanding the psychosocial development of 
women from the perspective of alternative theories of female development serve to inform our 
understanding women’s ways of learning.  These themes include: 
• the importance of relationships as central to women’s overall development, 
• diverse and nonlinear patterns of development are the norm in women’s lives, and 
• identity and intimacy are issues of continuing importance for women throughout their 
lives. 
     Importance and Centrality of Relationships 
     Adult educators (Hayes, 1992; Collard & Stalker, 1991) and scholars (Belenky et al., 
1986,1997) studying intellectual development or cognition in relation to race, gender, and class 
(Luttrell, 1989) as well as feminist scholars ( Shrewsbury, 1987, 1993) have noted the 
connection between the learning process and the centrality of relationships in women’s lives.  In 
 light of this linkage, they suggest the importance of collaborative inquiry, cooperative 
communication styles, and a democratic approach as fundamental to women’s ways of learning.          
     Collaborative ways of learning was best captured by Belenky et al., (1986, 1997) through the 
term “connected knowers”. For “connected knowers” how one comes to know is as important as 
what one comes to know.  Connected knowers nurture each other’s learning and construct truth 
through self-reflection and consensus.  
      Cooperative communication styles require a learning environment of mutual respect, trust, 
honesty, and openness to different perspectives.  Collard and Stalker (1991) emphasize that 
language is important to creating cooperative communication.  The adversarial language of logic, 
of argument and counterargument (compete, win, battle) common in educational institutions, 
serves to alienate women and interferes with cooperative learning.  
   A democratic learning environment where an interactive participatory style of learning is 
created supports women’s learning.  According to Shrewsbury (1987, 1993) such environments 
assist women learners in developing independence of thought, action, and skill, while creating 
shared learning objectives. 
          Diverse and Nonlinear Patterns of Development 
     Regardless of what developmental pattern women follow, periods of stability and transition 
are central to their lives (Caffarella, 1992).  For women, transitions such as death, divorce, birth 
of a child, loss of a job act as major motivators for learning; whether the transition is an event 
they want to know more about or if the event provided them with a need to know (Belenky et al., 
1986,1997).  This need for learning may require a reflection about values and beliefs or learning 
a new skill.  
      Identity and Intimacy 
      Learning environments that challenge women to find what has been termed their “authentic 
self” (Belenky et al., 1986, 1997; Gallos, 1992) supports them in valuing who they are and 
provides them with a sense of efficacy and competence (Caffarella, 1992).  Through this 
development of self, women begin to hear their own “voice”.  Belenky et al. define “voice’ as a 
sense of self and how one makes meaning of the world.  Hearing their own “voice” (Belenky et 
al.; Gilligan, 1982, 1993) gives women the self confidence to hear the voices of others.  For 
women, listening to self and others, promotes an acceptance of differing ways of being and 
knowing.  Transitions in women’s lives can result in crises of identity and intimacy and compel 
them to explore who they are and where they want to go in their lives (Merriam & Caffarella, 
1991). 
     Women’s Learning in Higher Education  
     Hayes and Flannery (1995a, 1995b, 1996) reviewed the scholarly literature and the 
dissertation studies on women’s learning in higher education.  They concluded that while there is 
a definite need for more empirical research in this area, the extant empirical studies reveal an 
obvious lack of cohesiveness in the research on women’s learning in higher education.  
Nonetheless, they did report consistent themes across topic areas that were particularly clear.  
These themes included women’s self doubts, women as silenced and women as “connected” 
learners.   While these themes were prevalent, several studies (Hayes, 1992; Pearson, 1992) 
indicated that they did not hold true for all women.  They did not find any attempts to describe or 
theorize about women’s learning nor did studies take into account the significance of context 
when determining the process and characteristics of women’s learning. They did find that several 
of the characteristics attributed to women’s learning in higher education were also found in the 
 literature on adult learning such as reflection and self-direction.  Finally, their research results 
did not confirm nor disprove assumptions regarding the distinctive nature of women’s learning 
and further emphasized the value of women’s own stories, which is their lived experiences, as a  
rich source of information when researching something as personal and complex as learning 
 (Hayes & Flannery, 1995a). 
     Women’s Ways of Knowing Project 
     Belenky et al. (1986, 1997) studied women’s intellectual development through their work on 
the Women’s Ways of Knowing Project.  The project was inspired by the cognitive development 
work of Perry (1970), and Gilligan’s work (1982, 1993) on the moral and personal development 
of women.  The results of the project were published in one of the most significant scholarly 
studies to focus on women’s learning over the past twenty years; Women’s Ways of Knowing: 
The Development of Self, Voice, and Mind (1986, 1997).  This study was conducted by women 
and focused specifically on the ways women think about themselves and how they perceive the 
world.  The four women research team conducted 135 in-depth interviews with women from 
diversified backgrounds asking about relationships, gender, moral dilemmas, and ways of 
learning.  This data resulted in their theory of women’s intellectual development, which consists 
of five general perspectives or frameworks of knowing. 
     These perspectives did not reflect those of the traditional male-oriented model of intellectual 
and ethical development as defined by Perry (1970, 1981) in his study of predominately White, 
male, undergraduates at Harvard. While Perry’s original study did include some women, he only 
used the interviews he conducted with men to validate his model.  In later studies Perry collected 
data from women and found that their developmental patterns were similar to men (Lavelle, 
Gourde, & Rodier, 1990).   
     As with the traditional theories of women’s development, that were based on male subjects 
and conceptualized by male theorists, Perry’s analyses also failed to discover areas of intellectual 
development in which women differed from men.  Although Belenky et al. (1986, 1997) 
discovered issues that were significant to the intellectual development of women that were not 
discussed in the major intellectual theories, they were clear to describe their findings as gender 
related not gender specific.  Thus, even though their model of intellectual development is based 
on the study of women, men may also follow the perspectives outlined. They found the differing 
identities of their female subjects to be impacted by issues of race, gender, class, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, physical ability, and religious affiliation, and that all of these issues 
additionally affected their intellectual development.  Through the analyses of the narratives of 
their women subjects, they recognized intellectual development as a culturally influenced 
psychological process (Goldberger, Tarule, Clinchy & Belenky, 1997).     
     As reflected in the subtitle of their work, the Belenky et al, theory (1986, 1997) describes 
intellectual development as dependent on the evolution of identity (self); the interrelationship of 
the self with others (voice); and the understanding of truth and knowledge (mind) as defined by 
the self.  Their theory is comprised of five frameworks or perspectives of knowing.  As with 
Perry (1970), they emphasize that these perspectives are not stages, since they are not fixed, 
exhaustive, nor universal and cannot fully explain the complexities of individuals’ lives (Belenky 
et al.). 
     Silence is the first and the most restrictive of the five perspectives.  In this perspective women 
experience themselves as mindless and voiceless.  They are disconnected from their inner selves 
and blindly follow authority. Women in this position are isolated, fearful, and accepting of the 
status quo. They have no confidence in their ability to learn from experience, and they have no 
 sense of connection with others or with a community.  Women are silenced by culture or by the 
actions of others. Silence is forced on some women by domineering parents, authoritarian 
spouses or partners, domineering work supervisors, or other authority figures.  Silence is not a 
necessary perspective for intellectual development, which highlights the significance of social, 
economic, and educational forces on one’s development.  The perspective of silence is not a way 
of knowing but rather, a way on not knowing (Goldberger et al., 1997) 
      Received knowing is the second perspective.  Women in this perspective use listening to 
authorities as their only basis to gain knowledge.  They see themselves as capable of receiving 
and reproducing knowledge from external authorities but do not conceive of themselves as 
capable of producing knowledge.  For women in this perspective learning is memorizing 
information, not constructing knowledge.  They perceive no gray areas, cannot tolerate 
ambiguity, and do not have the ability to understand an idea and use it to connect and help them 
to understand things they do not know.  These women look to others for self-knowledge and 
personal power.  They tend to see themselves as “self-less”; since they believe they can advance 
only by caring for and empowering others (Goldberger et al., 1997). 
          Subjective knowing is the third perspective, where intuition is particularly important and 
serves as the impetus for decision making.  Women in his perspective look within themselves for 
knowledge. They are self-reliant and trust their own views of the world much more than women 
in the first two perspectives. Women viewing the world from this perspective become their own 
authority; they rely on their own experiences and feeling for truth and knowledge (Belenky et al., 
1986, 1997).  They learn from observing and inward listening.  Their truth is personal and 
subjective; they distrust logic and rely on intuition.   While they are forward looking and open to 
new experiences, if they become too entrenched in their subjectivity they risk developing to a 
 more advanced stage of intellectual development due to their unwillingness to avail themselves 
to alternative ideas.  
     Procedural knowing is the third perspective. In this perspective women are invested in 
learning and applying objective procedures for obtaining and communicating knowledge.  They 
recognize that intuition alone will not result in good decisions or in their fully understanding the 
world around them.  For procedural knowers rules and methods for deciding the value of truth 
and knowledge are essential and reason becomes obvious.  They emphasize skills, procedures, 
and techniques for determining truth and authority (Belenky et al., 1986, 1997).  This perspective 
consists of two interconnected but distinct tracks; connected knowing and separate knowing. 
Belenky et al. believe that procedural knowers speak from both tracks. Connected knowers 
believe that truth is found in first hand experiences and they attempt to understand it through 
listening, empathizing, and through creating a personal experience with, and recognition of, a 
relationship to the object.  Connected knowers make sense of reality by relating new knowledge 
to experience in the context of relationships, as they attempt to understand from the viewpoint of 
others. Separate knowers rely on reason and eliminate feelings and personal beliefs from making 
meaning (Goldberger et al., 1997).  They approach knowledge objectively and reduce it to 
understandable parts.  For separate knowers all knowledge is doubted until proven worthy 
through critical analysis (Goldberger et al.). They are tough minded thinkers who refuse to adopt 
the traditional female role. 
     Constructed knowing is the final perspective where women see knowing as contextual. They 
view themselves as knowledge creators and recognize their ability to integrate their opinions and 
sense of self with reason and the outside world.  Constructed knowers are tolerant of ambiguity, 
recognize that conflict and stress are a part of constructing knowledge, understand the 
 significance of context in the learning process, appreciate complexity, and are humbled by their 
own knowledge (Belenky et al., 1986, 1997).  They are reflective, articulate, careful listeners 
who care about others.  Knowledge becomes a dynamic process continually being constructed, 
deconstructed, and reconstructed through the interaction of their ideas and the ideas and 
knowledge of others. Women in this final perspective utilize objective and subjective strategies 
of knowing. 
   The work of Belenky et al. (1986, 1997) has received considerable criticism similar to Gilligan, 
since their work has not proven replicable and because case studies remain the least scientific 
method of research.  Nonetheless, this work is cited consistently in academic classes focusing on 
feminism and the psychology of personality (Buczynski, 1993). 
     Learning and Gender  
     According to Hayes (2001) an appreciation of gender as a critical aspect of learning is 
essential.  Hayes cites two interrelated thoughts concerning women as learners; the importance of 
connection or relationship in women’s learning, and women’s presumed preferences for affective 
and subjective ways of learning.  The significance of relationships in women’s lives is well 
documented (Caffarella, 1992; Caffarella & Olson, 1993; Gilligan, 1982, 1993; Belenky et al., 
1986, 1997; Miller, 1986) and further confirmed by women’s traditional roles as caretakers in the 
home and their concentration in care taking professions such as nursing and teaching.  Such care 
taking roles require human interaction that nurture others, support others needs, and results in 
rich communications; all of which require an appreciation for subjectivity, intuition, and 
emotion. Unfortunately, women’s orientation towards relationships, care taking, and 
connectedness can work to their disadvantage; resulting in stereotypical thinking that women are 
not, nor can they learn to be competitive, self-directed, and independent, nor are they well suited 
 for logical or rational thought ( Hayes). 
      An improved and more inclusive understanding of women as learners requires an 
understanding of learning that goes beyond the psychological and biological theories that view 
learning as primarily cognitive. The social dimensions of learning cannot be ignored; since 
learning is inextricably intertwined with the context in which it occurs (Hayes, 1989).  Women 
respond to their social contexts as learners and learn different ways of responding to matters of 
oppression such as sexism and power relationships (Hayes & Flannery, 2000).  Consequently, 
our expectations of gendered behaviors are culturally and socially determined beliefs systems 
rather than being rooted in psychological or biological sex differences (Crawford, 1995).  Such 
belief systems create gendered norms that each sex is expected to represent.  This understanding 
of gender suggests that women’s learning is influenced by social, situational, and historical 
circumstances (Cook, 1993). 
     According to Harding (1996) “gender cultures” exists within the larger culture; such as the 
“masculine” cultures of cars and sports and “feminine” cultures of fashion and elementary 
schools.  While men and women can be found in both cultures, “gender cultures” shape the 
experiences of men and women; providing them with different opportunities to learn and acquire 
skills.  Harding also suggests that gender relations can cause men and women to develop 
different ways of knowing.  For example, the power relationships of men and women in the 
workplace have traditionally rendered women to less powerful positions than men.  Thus, 
women have had to become more adept at understanding and identifying the feelings of others to 
survive in the workplace. Acquiring such skills contributes to the connected and empathetic style 
of knowing that has been attributed to women. 
      
      Women’s Learning in the Workplace 
     The literature on learning and the organizational setting describes learning as being 
multifaceted and embedded within organizational/work culture (Bierema, 2001). Organizational 
culture – an organization’s values, beliefs, and rules about how things get done – influences 
every aspect of the organization. Organizational culture is learned and it is passed on through its 
members (Deal, 1986).   
     More women are entering higher education and corporate America organizations, yet few 
reach senior leadership status. Women who aspire to senior leadership positions in these male 
dominated cultures are at a distinct disadvantage.  While both men and women are challenged by 
learning organizational culture, women did not have a role in creating this culture, nor do they 
control it.  It is reported that women are expected to demonstrate their abilities more extensively 
than men to receive workplace promotions (Ruderman, Ohlott, & Kram, 1995) and that 75% of 
the time, decision makers in corporate America reported a higher comfort level in promoting 
men than women; a 23% comfort level was reported when promoting women (Ruderman et al.).   
Hence, learning to advance to senior leadership positions continues to be a substantial challenge 
for women.  
     Historically, the majority power holders of most organizations have been White males who 
created workplace cultures that are characterized by elitism, hierarchy, male fraternity, 
competition, and separate emotional ties between work and family (Bierema, 1999).  This culture 
is inconsistent with the values and expectations that women bring to the workplace which 
include collaboration, equality, empathy, sharing, and relationships (Helgesen, 1990; Belenky et 
al., 1986, 1997; Gilligan, 1983, 1992).  Hence, women’s find it difficult to adjust and learn in 
these organizational settings (Bem, 1993; Kanter, 1977; Harris, 1993).  
      Despite such barriers, women do learn to advance to senior leadership positions in 
organizational settings (Van Velsor & Hughes, 1990).  The majority of this learning occurs 
through learning from others (Belenky et al., 1986, 1997; Gilligan, 1983, 1992; Caffarella & 
Olson, 1993; Hoy, 1989; Van Velsor & Hughes) most primarily through relationships, critical 
reflection, and mentors (Hoy; Van Velsor & Hughes).  Women report learning through other 
people more often than men, who report learning through difficult work assignments (Van 
Velsor & Hughes). 
     While it has been well documented that women learn through caring, connection, and 
relationships (Belenky et al., 1986,1997; Gilligan, 1983,1992; Hayes & Flannery, 2000), it is not 
uncommon for workplaces to devalue these characteristics; preventing women from learning 
thus, developing to their maximum potential (Bierema, 2001).  Masculine traits which tend to 
reflect the dominant western culture norms of achievement, success, individualism, and self-
sufficiency are valued and rewarded in the workplace (Enns, 1991).  Several studies (Kolb, 1999; 
Diekman & Eagly, 2000; Mainiero, 1994) have indicated that some women have attained career 
advancement and success by assuming male attributes, stereotyping gender roles, and following 
a masculine prescribed set of rules for success.  Women who learn this type of behavior to  
succeed buy into the old-boy network, suppress their female identity, and devalue women’s 
gender roles (McRae, 1995; Cafferella, Clark, & Ingram, 1997; Bierema & Cesh, 2000).   
         Haring-Hidore et al. (1990) conducted an exploratory study of women in mid to upper level 
administrative leadership positions in higher education to investigate how reflective learning in 
the workplace impacts women’s decisions and leadership style.  These researchers conducted in-
depth interviews with their subjects to understand how they knew what they knew, how they 
made decisions, and how these ways of knowing and deciding might affect their leadership style.  
 The work of Gilligan (1982, 1993) and Belenky et al., (1986, 1997) suggested that women’s 
development and their ways of thinking about themselves and perceiving the world could 
contribute to women bringing a different perspective to higher education senior leadership teams.  
As their study unfolded Haring-Hidore et al. were in fact, observing this different perspective.  
The Belenky et al. theory of intellectual development served as the theoretical framework of 
their study and was highly instructive to the researchers’ understanding that the perspective 
women brought to administrative leadership in higher education was new and different rather 
than deficient or inferior.  The women in their study revealed that they were constructive 
knowers.  They combined objective and subjective knowledge, used themselves as a knowledge 
source, and incorporated their knowledge into what they had learned from others.  Haring-Hidore 
et al. (1990) concluded that this way of knowing added a new dimension to the patriarchal, top 
down, independent leadership style that typically characterizes higher education senior 
leadership teams.   
     In addition to gaining a deeper understanding of their subjects’ constructive ways of learning 
in the workplace and its affect on their decisions and leadership style, Haring-Hidore et al. 
(1990) also acknowledged several common themes that surfaced throughout their research.  
These themes combined to suggest a profile of their female subjects as being collaborative, well 
informed, appreciative of relationships among people, and committed to strong performance in 
their present positions. These findings provide great insight into how women’s leadership 
influences higher education senior leadership teams.  They suggest a leadership style that is 
strikingly different from the male created and dominated culture of higher education senior 
leadership that emphasizes objective, rational thought processes, separation, competition, 
hierarchy, and an impersonal, transactional task orientation.     
       Bierema (1996, 1998, 1999, 2001) reports that women in corporate America face challenges 
similar to those faced by women in higher education with regard to learning how to advance and 
succeed in the male dominated organizational culture of the corporate world.  Despite legislation 
implemented by the U.S. government to benefit women and level the playing field, such as the  
Glass Ceiling Act in 1991, women still hold fewer than 5% of the senior level positions in 
corporate America.  
     Bierema (1996) conducted a study using descriptive case study methodology to understand 
how executive women learn and understand male dominated corporate culture in order to 
advance and succeed within it.  Her subjects defined their organizational culture as being 
influenced by male power and their workplaces as being male-centered.  Having accepted this 
cultural reality they acknowledged that their effectiveness as managers depended on recognizing 
and diffusing their masculine work cultures. These women used learning as a strategy to 
accomplish this; specifically cognitive, experiential, and collaborative learning.   
     Cognitive learning for these women was associated with professional confidence and it 
assisted them in establishing credibility and professional competence.  It occurred through 
formal education, self-direction, and critical reflection.  Beyond their believing that advanced 
degrees were important in gaining access to senior level positions, they believed in the 
importance of being a motivated, self-directed learner.  Their self-directed learning activities 
included reading, networking, teaching, and public speaking; all of which they felt positioned 
them for promotion over others.  Another aspect of their cognitive learning was critical 
reflection. They often took time to step back and carefully examine their cultural experiences 
which assisted them in the development of their beliefs about themselves and their organization. 
     Experiential learning for these women occurred through observation and personal 
 experiences.  As they watched and functioned in their organizations they came to better 
understand the organization’s culture and confirmed their ability to be successful within it.  They 
observed office politics; reflecting on who went to meetings, who made decisions, and who held 
the informal power.  The observed both successful and unsuccessful men and women.  Their 
daily experiences provided challenges that ranged from responding to problematic issues to 
assuming new work roles and responsibilities.  The lessons learned from these personal 
experiences shaped their understandings of themselves and their organizations’ cultures. 
     Collaborative learning occurred through the relationships these women had with others such 
as supervisors, peers, subordinates, mentors, networks, and external contacts.  These 
relationships were instructive to the women’s understanding of organizational culture and 
assisted them in processing their cognitive and experiential learning experiences.  For the women 
in this study, their relationships facilitated their professional learning and development and 
served to support their ability to function effectively in their organization’s culture.  
     Bierema (1999) investigated executive’s women’s learning and development in the context of 
corporate culture.  This study afforded an understanding of how women, as subordinate new 
participants, entered into a male created, controlled and perpetuated work culture and learned 
and negotiated within that organizational context.  The results of this study were conceptualized 
in a model that identified a continuum of executive’s women’s development and contributed to 
the understanding of how subordinate members of a culture learn to exert influence.  The model 
includes three progressive stages; Compliant Novices, Competence Seekers, and Change Agents.  
In each of these stages these women displayed learning tactics, negotiation strategies, and 
transition characteristics that defined each stage.   
     Compliant Novices underestimated their abilities and skills and attributed their gainful 
 employment to sheer luck and circumstance.  Most of their learning was attributed to external 
authorities. They pursued formal learning as a way to advance and learned informally through 
errors, mentors, peer feedback, new work roles, and relationships.  They acquiesced to male 
norms and power and believed that if they did what they were told they would be promoted.  As 
they developed confidence and understood their value to their organizations they expected 
advancement. When this did not occur they recognized the inadequacy of their skills and sought 
opportunities to gain experience and education.  They began to rely less on the direction and 
judgment of external authority figures and more on their own intuitiveness.  Seeking new levels 
of competency and stronger self reliance, served to move some women into the next stage.  
     Competence Seekers were self confident and believed that competence alone was the key to 
advancement.  They focused on developing competency through formal schooling, work 
experience, and membership in professional organizations.  These women were hungry for 
difficult projects, learned from their mistakes, and were dependent on peers and mentors to gain 
knowledge and expertise. They acclimated to the existing male culture; never questioning it, 
challenging it or seeing it as a barrier to their advancement.  As women neared the end of this 
stage they were highly accomplished, which led to some becoming dissatisfied with the limits 
their organizational cultures placed on them.  They understood their potential for mentoring and 
 influencing change in their organizations which compelled them to the next stage.      
     Change Agents understood that neither one’s abilities nor one’s acceptance of the male 
dominated work environment would serve to change organizational culture.  Learning at this 
stage was reflective and collaborative and focused on personal development.  They were 
committed to influencing their organizations and knew they were well positioned to act as 
advocates for organizational change.  They developed networks, strong relationships, and 
 consistently reflected on their organizations.  They refused to accept cultural resistance and 
either challenged it openly or covertly; continually using their positions to influence change.  
Their overall goal was to make their organizations more “women friendly”.   
     This study did not define a career stage subsequent to Change Agent.  However, a follow up 
communication with the women in the Change Agent stage at the time of this study, indicated 
that some made substantial career changes. In some instances these changes were due to the 
subjects feeling they had met their career goals in the corporate world and wanted a new and 
different experience, and in others instances the subjects moved on due to dissatisfaction with 
their careers or organizations. 
     Larwood and Wood (1995) emphasize that women must recognize power and politics as a 
partial but highly realistic means for learning what is expected if one is to succeed in the 
workplace. Wentling (1996) found that women lack career strategy and political savvy, and that 
these deficiencies hinder career development.  Gummer (1990), points out that women managers 
can be their own worst enemies because most women managers do not want to learn nor do they 
like politics in organizations and do not understand its perceived importance.  Politics as defined 
by Crampton and Mishra, (1999) are the informal systems in organizations -- the systems of 
relationships, loyalty, favors and protection.  Women often do not perceive the political  
environment accurately, fail to learn the importance of the political system as a legitimate way of 
getting something done, and fail to see that to be effective means learning to operate within the 
organization’s informal political power structure (Mishra, 1986).     
     Summary and Analysis of the Literature Review 
     This literature review provides an understanding of the history of women in student affairs, 
describes how women are presently positioned in student affairs and higher education as 
 administrative leaders and how women define career success.  It also explains the issues 
surrounding the ways women develop, lead, and learn.  The following summary and analysis of 
this review provides several salient points that led to this study and the research questions that 
guide it. 
     Deans of women in the early 1900s professionalized themselves and their profession in an 
effort to gain parity with men on predominately male campuses.  Yet, when the need for one 
dean arose, males typically filled the position.  Today, while a number of vice presidents for 
student affairs are women, women have not earned their representative share of the senior, 
student affairs leadership positions. 
     The literature on women as senior leaders in higher education suggests barriers that act to 
hinder women from advancing and succeeding to senior leadership positions. Studies on women 
in student affairs indicate that they are more prone to challenges and unique problems than men 
in student affairs. Two significant findings in this review are that consistently, over the past two 
decades, White women in senior student affairs leadership positions report the highest levels of 
career satisfaction while, all women in middle management positions report significantly lower 
levels of satisfaction and commitment to the student affairs profession. 
      The literature on women and career success suggests that women face challenges in male 
dominated professions such as higher education with regard to gender appropriate behaviors, 
value systems, and their female identities.  This leads the researcher to question how women 
senior student affairs leaders balance these varying perspectives while maintaining their self 
esteem as they achieve career advancement and success.  Furthermore, what is career success to 
these women and how do they understand it in their lives? 
      The psychosocial development of women suggests three major themes that are instructive to 
understanding women’s leadership and learning styles; the importance and centrality of 
relationships to women’s overall development, diverse and nonlinear patterns of development are 
the norm in women’s lives, and identity and intimacy are issues of continuing importance for 
women throughout their lives.  These themes suggest the foundation of an organizational work 
culture that incorporates open and shared information, shared leadership, shared vision, 
collaborative decision making, and team building; a work culture that has been defined in the 
literature as classically feminine.  
     Higher education is defined by bureaucratic structures that incorporate what the literature 
classically defines as masculine ways of functioning and leading.  These masculine ways define 
an organizational work culture that values objective, rational thought processes, elitism, 
hierarchy, male fraternity, competition, and separate emotional ties between work and family.  
     Thus, women who aspire to senior leadership positions in higher education are at a distinct 
disadvantage, since this organizational work culture is strikingly different from, and inconsistent 
with, their ways of learning and leading.  While scholars suggest that women find it difficult to 
advance and succeed in the higher education work culture, little has been written about how 
women learn to do so.  This researcher found only two studies that discussed how women learn 
to succeed in male norm dominated work cultures and both of those studies were based in a 
corporate work culture.  Hence, this researcher found a significant gap in the literature in 
advising women, particularly women in student affairs, on how to secure their representative 
share of senior leadership positions in higher education. The researcher also questioned if 
successful women leaders in higher education, and more specifically women in student affairs, 
 share the same strategies for career advancement and success as women in corporate work 
cultures. 
     Further complicating these gendered differences in organizational work cultures is the 
suggestion by some scholars that gender is not linked to leadership style but rather, leadership is 
a highly contextualized phenomenon. Thus, organizational work culture or context is an 
important component of this study since it focuses on understanding successful leadership within 
the context of higher education senior leadership teams.  
    Women’s presence in the student affairs profession is significant yet, few women reach senior 
leadership status.  By  providing  a deeper understanding of the complex and conflicting issues 
that define the lived experiences of these women, this study serves to broaden our understanding 
of these experiences thus, adding to the existing body of knowledge.  
     A paucity of research exists in the area of women as higher education senior leaders and more 
specifically, women as senior student affairs leaders.  As noted by Blackhurst and Hubbard 
(1997), “Given the number of women pursuing careers in student affairs, both men and women 
need to understand the unique demands and experiences faced by women in the field.  In 
addition, researchers must continue to … research the experiences of women student affairs 
professionals” (p. 458).   
     This study begins to respond to this gap by exploring the significant events, experiences, and 
persons that influence the advancement and success of women senior student affairs leaders 
within the context of higher education senior leadership teams.  It provides an opportunity for 
these women to engage in critical reflection and dialogue about issues of career advancement and 
success that is presently lacking in the literature.  This study’s results provide instructive insight 
 that acts to support women in advancing to senior leadership positions within student affairs and 
perhaps at all levels within the academy.   
     The focus of this study was to explore how women student affairs leaders learn to advance 
and succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams.  To provide a rich 
description of their experiences a qualitative research design was selected.  The rationale for the 
selection of the qualitative paradigm and a description of the methodology that was utilized are 
discussed in the next chapter.  
 Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
     This chapter consists of an overview of the methodology, including the research approach, 
site, sampling plan, data collection tools, and data analysis procedures. The final sections address 
the issues of validity and the role of the researcher in qualitative inquiry.  
     Research Approach 
     The purpose of this study was to understand how women student affairs leaders learn to 
advance and succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams. 
Specifically, the researcher was interested in understanding how these women described the 
significant events, experiences, and persons that influenced their career advancement and 
success, the meanings they ascribed to these significant events, experiences, and persons, and 
how they learned from these lived experiences.  Thus, qualitative methodology, incorporating a 
phenomenological approach, was utilized. 
     In Chapter one the researcher discussed the issues facing women student affairs leaders who 
desire to advance and succeed within higher education to senior leadership status. Over the past 
35 years, in spite of their strong representation in the profession, women have failed to achieve 
parity; remaining underrepresented in comparison to their share of senior leadership positions in 
student affairs (CUPA, 2004; Twale, 1995; Komives, 1996; Renn & Hughes, 2005; Belch & 
Strange, 1995; Jones & Komives, 2001; Ting & Watt, 1999). 
     In Chapter two, the researcher discussed the issue of women’s marginalization in higher 
education (Warner & DeFluer, 1993; Nidiffer, 2001; Twale & Jelinek, 1996; Blackhurst, 2000a, 
200b; Blackhurst et al., 1998a,1998b) and the challenges women face as leaders (Roesner, 1990; 
Aburdene & Nasbitt, 1992; Helgesen, 1990; Hawk, 1995) and learners (Hayes, 1992, 2001; 
Belenky, 1986, 1997; Caffarella, 1992; Caffarella & Olson, 1993; Gilligan, 1982,1993, Hayes & 
 Flannery, 1995a, 1995b) in organizational cultures such as higher education that are defined and 
controlled by traditional masculine norms and values (Bierema,1996,1999, 2001, 2003;Opengart 
& Bierema, Larwood & Wood, 1995; Mishra, 1986; Crampton & Mishra, 1999). 
     The researcher studied how women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed 
within the context of higher education senior leadership teams through qualitative 
methodologies, specifically phenomenology.  The phenomenological approach emphasizes 
experience in the research setting.  This approach is based on the concept that the meaning of 
reality consists of the way the individuals being studied perceive their experiences (Wiersma & 
Jurs, 2003), and how these individuals construct and give meaning to concrete and social 
situations, that is, how they make meaning of their lived experience (Patton, 1990; Creswell, 
1998). The focal point of phenomenological research is to “borrow” other people’s experiences 
and their reflections on their experiences to gain a better understanding of the deeper meaning or 
context of the whole human experience (Van Manen, 1990).  By “borrowing” and interpreting 
the lived experiences of the study’s participants, the researcher’s findings illuminated the 
realities of their individual and collective perspectives.  This resulted in an enlarged 
understanding of the experience of women as student affairs leaders in their institutions senior 
leadership teams, and created an insight into this phenomenon that is greater than the sum of its 
parts.  
     According to Patton (1990), qualitative research shares three fundamental assumptions; a 
holistic view, understanding phenomena in their entirety in order develop a complete 
understanding of a person, program, or situation; an inductive approach, which does not impose 
much of an organizing structure or make a priori assumptions about the interrelationships among 
the data prior to making the observations; and a naturalistic inquiry, which provides a discovery   
 oriented approach in a natural environment.   
     Women’s experience within the senior leadership teams of their institutions needed to be 
studied holistically so that the meaning they gave to the experience could be understood within 
its context (Creswell, 2003).  This holistic approach provided the researcher with rich, detail that 
was embedded in the context, enabling the researcher to achieve the thick, rich description 
(Geertz, 1973), that is an important characteristic of qualitative research.  Assumptions could not 
be made as to the significant events, experiences, and persons that influenced the career 
advancement and success of women, senior student affairs leaders since their realities were 
varied and complex (Marshall & Rossman, 1999) and deeply rooted in their individual 
perspectives (Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 2002).  Therefore, a highly organized structure could not 
be imposed in this study prior to analyzing the data.  Rather, the significant events, experiences, 
and persons that influenced the participants’ realities and the meanings they gave to their realities 
emerged as the study unfolded (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).  
      This study required a natural setting, in which the researcher was the research instrument. 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The researcher conducted face-to-face, in-depth interviews with the 
study’s participants in their administrative offices.  As a method of inquiry, interviewing is most 
consistent with people’s ability to make meaning through language (Seidman, 1998).  Thus, 
through semi-structured interviews, in this natural setting, the researcher developed a more 
detailed understanding of the participants, became more involved in the actual life experience of 
the participants, and gained a deep understanding of the meaning the participants gave to their 
senior leadership experience (Creswell, 2003). This natural setting served to prompt personal 
story telling, encouraged the participants to reconstruct their senior leadership team experiences, 
and to describe how they learned from these lived experiences (Seidman, 1998).  A qualitative 
 approach to this study engaged the participants in discussing the rationale behind their decisions 
and the perspectives that informed their actions. (Rossman & Rallis, 1999; Creswell, 2003).  
     Site 
     The site of this study was the administrative offices of the study’s participants on the 
campuses where they are employed.  An individual’s office is a personal space typically 
decorated and appointed in ways that project who the individual is, what the individual’s values 
are, and how the individual is viewed by others.  The office was optimal since it provided 
additional contextual data about the participants and enabled the researcher to personally view 
the participants’ workplace.   
     Sampling Plan 
     Qualitative samples tend to be purposeful and sample sizes small (Wiersma, 2000).  
Purposeful sampling strategy is used to manage the desire for depth and breadth of information 
(Bogdan & Bilken, 1982; Patton, 1990; Wiersma & Jurs, 2003).  Purposeful sampling provides 
for the selection of participants from various backgrounds in order to provide a range of 
information.  The logic of purposeful sampling was applied to this study because it provided 
information rich cases for understanding the phenomena being studied.   
     Maximum variation sampling is a form of purposeful sampling that provides for participants 
to be selected for the sample because they provide for the maximization of differences in certain 
characteristics (Wiersma & Jurs, 2003).  Maximum variation sampling was used in this study 
because it assisted the researcher in generating two types of information: (1) the detailed 
descriptions of the participants that highlight their differences and (2) the commonalities 
amongst the participants, in spite of their differences (Wiersma & Jurs, 2003).  In addition to 
maximizing variation in participant selection, maximum variation sampling increased the 
 diversity of the sample size and generated greater confidence in the themes that emerged through 
data analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).      
     Polkinghorne (1991) identifies two requirements of an adequate qualitative database that are 
met by purposeful sampling: (1) intense description of the phenomenon under investigation, and 
(2) enough variation in the data to develop a comprehensive structural description.  This 
researcher satisfied these requirements by contacting the female members, self described as 
senior student affairs officers, on the membership databases of the two major, national student 
affairs professional organizations; the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators 
(NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association (ACPA).  These databases provided 
the researcher with potential participants to obtain the sample.   
     Upon receiving final approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the researcher 
contacted the potential participants via an email survey (see Appendix B).  This survey assisted 
the researcher in securing participants for the study who were representative of the maximum 
variation sampling plan.  The survey directed potential participants to contact the researcher by 
phone or email if interested in becoming a study participant.  When contacted by a potential 
participant the researcher followed up within 24 hours and further discussed the study, the 
demographic data supplied by the potential participant, the informed consent form, the employer 
permission form and scheduled the individual interview (day, date, time, location).   
     When a participant’s involvement in the study was confirmed, two copies of the informed 
consent and the employer permission form were sent to the participant via fax or electronically.   
A letter confirming the specifics (day, date, time, location) of the participant’s individual 
interview was also sent at this time.  A follow up reminder of the scheduled interview was sent to 
the participant via email one work day prior to the scheduled interview.  The researcher 
 confirmed the scheduled interview with each participant via a telephone call the day of the 
scheduled interview.  Prior to the start of the interview, the researcher reviewed the informed 
consent form with the participant and the participant and the researcher signed the form.  
Participants had the appropriate individual at their institution sign the employer permission form 
prior to the interview.   Each participant was given a number to protect her identity and maintain 
confidentiality throughout the study. 
     In-depth interviews are generally conversational in nature (Marshall & Rossman, 1999), with 
the goal of establishing rapport so the participant feels comfortable speaking freely and openly 
(Gray, 2003).  Therefore, the researcher communicated directly with all potential participants 
regarding all aspects of the study because “building the interview relationship begins the moment 
the potential participant hears of the study” (Seidman, 1998, p. 39).   
     The specific criteria selected to define this study’s sample provided for the maximum 
variation sample. The sample included women, senior student affairs leaders who: 
• served as senior student affairs leaders for a minimum of five years, to ensure that each 
participant had sufficient experience at this level, 
• served as members of their institution’s senior leadership teams for a minimum of five 
years, to ensure that each participant had sufficient experience in this context, 
• worked at different types of four year institutions ( i.e. private, public, doctoral, masters, 
baccalaureate, associates, church related, all women), 
• worked at four year institutions with varying student populations (i.e. 1000, 3000, 
7000,10,000 students and more) and, 
• were located within a two hour drive from the researcher’s location, the greater 
Philadelphia area. 
       According to Patton (1990), context is significant in qualitative research, since without 
context there is little possibility of exploring the meaning of an experience.  Understanding the 
distinctiveness of each participant must be considered for the meaning the participant brings to 
the study and the relationships amongst the participants that emerge as a result.  Thus, the 
specific criteria for selecting each participant in the sample were significant to this study since 
they contributed to creating a balanced sample and were critical to understanding the context that 
influenced and shaped each participant’s response and the participants as a whole.    
     Neither ethnic background nor socio economic status was controlled for in this study. The 
researcher’s preference for using in-depth, face-to-face interviews as the data collection tool 
controlled for the geographic location of the participants residing within the mid-Atlantic and 
northeast regions of the U.S.   
     Data Collection – Demographic Survey 
     The researcher sent an electronic demographic survey (see Appendix B) that included a 
section requesting participation in the study to the potential participants as indicated in the 
sampling plan.  The demographic survey provided the researcher with the data necessary to 
identify participants that met the specific criteria outlined in the maximum variation sampling 
plan.  A summary of the participants’ demographic data can be found in Table 1 and Appendix 
C. 
     Data Collection - In-Depth Interviews 
     In-depth interviews were used as the major data collection tool in this study.  In-depth 
interviews are designed to ask participants to reconstruct their experience and explore the 
meaning they make of the experience (Seidman, 1998).  Interviewing allows researchers to put 
observed behavior in context and provides access to understanding action.  Face-to-face 
 interviewing is defined by Bogdan & Biklen (1992) “as a purposeful conversation … in order to 
get information” (p. 35).  In-depth interviews were chosen for this study because they supported 
the participants’ ability to speak freely about their issues and tell their stories with personal 
narrations, feelings, and reflections.  Follow up phone interviews were conducted with each 
participant to further clarify the details and meaning of the interview data.  The interviews were 
semi-structured and included open-ended questions; providing an interview protocol that 
responded to the research question and the guiding questions and ensured consistency between 
interviews (Patton, 1990).   
     This study’s interview protocol (see Appendix D) utilized several types of open-ended 
questions. Spradley (1979) discusses one type of open ended question, the grand tour question; 
which asks participants to reconstruct significant segments of an experience.  Mini tour questions 
are also open ended questions; asking participants to reconstruct the details of a more limited 
time span or a particular experience. Another type of open-ended question focuses on the 
subjective experience, asking participants what a particular experience was like for them 
(Seidman, 1989).   
     Seidman (1998) suggests two criteria for determining how many participants to interview: (1) 
sufficiency and (2) saturation of information.  Seidman defines sufficiency as the number of 
participants sufficient to reflect the range of participants and sites within the population that will 
enable readers outside of the population to connect with the experience. Saturation of 
information, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), refers to that point in time in the study when 
no new information is forthcoming. Douglas (1985) suggests that he experienced the saturation 
point in his studies to occur at 25 participants.  Creswell (1998) and Polkinghorne (1989), 
suggest that a reasonable number of participants in a phenomenological study vary from 3 to 10 
 participants.  Given these differing opinions, and the practical limitations of the researcher’s time 
and financial resources, this study’s sample included 12 participants.  
     Participation in this study’s in-depth interview required about one and one half to two hours 
of each participant’s time.  About 5 to ten minutes was required of each participant to respond to 
the electronic demographic survey, any time the participant personally decided was required to 
prepare for the interview, and about 20 to 30 minutes was required for the participant to engage 
in the member check strategy established to enhance the validity of the study’s findings.  After 
each interview the researcher maintained a journal to document her perceptions, thoughts, 
reactions, and any significant events. This journal also acted as an audit trail of the research 
process (Rudestam & Newton, 2001).  The researcher took notes during each interview. This 
assisted the researcher in accurately capturing all of the data shared by the participants about 
their experiences. 
     Following final approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the researcher 
commenced the data collection phase of this study which occurred during January, February and 
March of 2007. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by a professional 
transcriber.  At the end of the study the audio tapes will be erased, cut, and discarded and the 
transcriptions will be shredded.   
     Data Analysis 
 
    The acquired data in this study, the interview transcripts and the researcher’s notes and 
journal, represent the lived experiences of the participants.  The results of the interviews 
conducted in this study are presented through an inductive analysis of the data in an effort to 
discover themes, issues, and relationships, and to develop and modify emerging theory (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990).  Inductive analysis permitted 
 understanding to emerge from experience in the setting rather than from predetermined 
hypotheses.  Data analysis was ongoing thus; it occurred concurrently and was integrated with 
data collection.  This process supported the researcher in understanding the uniqueness of each 
participant’s data before the participants’ data were aggregated (Patton). The emerging nature of 
this process allowed the researcher to make changes to the data collection procedures as 
necessary, based on emerging information. 
     The researcher began the inductive analysis process at the conclusion of each interview.  The 
first step was to read and reread the interview text and the researcher’s notes and journal several 
times to gain a general sense of the major ideas presented by the participant and to reflect on 
their overall meaning; focusing not only on what was said, but how it was said.  By dwelling on 
and reflecting upon the exact words of each participant, the researcher uncovered the salient 
features of the phenomenon under study (Polkinghorne, 1989).  As the researcher read through 
the interview text, the method of “bracketing” was used to set off the researcher’s own 
experience and to better understand the experience of the participants (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).      
     The researcher continued with the detailed analysis of each interview through coding.  Coding 
is the process of organizing the material into “chunks” before bringing meaning to those 
“chunks” (Rossman & Rallis, p. 171).  Unitizing and categorizing processes were used to support 
the coding process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1984).  Unitizing is a coding 
operation in which meaning units are isolated from the interview text.  Categorizing takes the 
meaning units derived from the unitizing phase and organized them into categories, or “chunks” 
based on similarity in meaning (Rudestam & Newton, 2001) thus, bringing meaning to the 
“chunks”.  A unit is a significant single phrase, sentence or paragraph relating to the participant’s 
experience on the research topic; able to stand on its own and written in the participant’s own 
 language.  All units, once isolated from the interview text, were identified so they could be 
traced back to the specific participant’s interview.  Each category contained a single theme and 
was comprised of related meaning units.  Units were identified by the frequency with which they 
were discussed by the participants and the importance ascribed to the meaning units by the 
participants. 
 The researcher categorized the meaning units based on the study’s guiding questions; the 
significant events, experiences, and persons that supported and hindered the participants’ 
  career advancement and success.  Categories were color coded for further organization of the 
data (Strauss, 1987).  The researcher looked for connections between the categories to create 
themes, issues, and relationships within and across participants.  Participants’ interviews were 
analyzed individually to understand in sufficient detail what was unique and particular to each 
participant.  Participants’ interviews were analyzed collectively to understand in sufficient detail 
their differences, as well as the commonalities across participants, despite their differences.   
     The researcher utilized the constant comparative method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 
which required the researcher to continually revise, modify and amend until all new meaning 
units could be placed into the appropriate category and the inclusion of additional units provided 
no new information (Rudestam & Newton, 2001).  Through this method meaning units were 
continually reevaluated as themes, issues, and relationships emerged to fully integrate and reduce 
the data as deemed appropriate by the researcher.  
     Validity 
 
     Creswell (1994) points out that “Qualitative researchers have no single stance on addressing  
traditional topics such as validity and reliability in qualitative studies” (p. 157).  Lincoln and 
  Guba (2000) concur that this issue remains to be a highly debated topic of discussion among 
qualitative researchers. 
     Maxwell (2005) discusses validity in qualitative research as a “way to refer to the correctness 
or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” 
(p. 106).  Campbell (1988) and Putman (1990) argue that a “gold standard” is not necessary to 
compare the findings of a qualitative study.  Rather, what is necessary is having an opportunity 
to prove the findings of the phenomena under study wrong.  Maxwell (2005) defines validity 
threat, a key concept for validity as, “a way you might be wrong” (p. 106).  For Maxwell 
validity, as a part of qualitative research design, is comprised of the strategies employed by the 
researcher to define and rule out such threats, combined with how well the researcher argues 
those strategies in response to the possible threats within the context of the study.   
     Additionally, Maxwell (2005) discusses two types of threats to qualitative research: (1) 
researcher bias and (2) reactivity, defined as the effect of the researcher on the individuals 
studied.  When interviewing is used as the data collection tool, Hammersly and Atkinson (1995) 
suggest, “reflexivity” rather than a reactivity, acknowledging that the researcher is part of the 
world he / she is studying and that participants’ responses are always influenced by the 
researcher as interviewer as well as the interview situation.  In an attempt to minimize the 
influence of the researcher on the participants, the researcher followed the interviewing 
techniques as outlined by Seidman (1998).  The researcher elaborates further on these issues in 
the Role of the Researcher section of this thesis. 
     According to Creswell and Miller (2000) validity in qualitative research is used to determine 
if the research findings are accurate from the perspective of the participants, the researcher and 
the reader of the study.  Lincoln and Guba (2000) discuss the issue of “trustworthiness” with 
 regard to qualitative research design and suggest credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability as criteria for trustworthiness.  
     To test the validity of this study and therefore, enhance the credibility of the researcher’s 
findings, several strategies were employed. 
• Triangulation – The findings of this study were acquired through maximum variation 
sampling which served to diversify the sample size and generate greater confidence in 
the themes that emerged through data analysis.  While this study did not triangulate 
through multiple sources of data collection, it did triangulate through multiple 
participants and the diversity of the participants based on the maximum variation 
sample criteria utilized to select them.  Qualitative cross validation supported the 
sufficiency of the data; as evidenced by the consistency and coherence between and 
amongst the participants.  
• Member checks – Participants were asked to participate in follow up phone interviews 
to review their interview data for feedback on accuracy and clarification of the data 
and the data analysis conclusions of the researcher. 
• Rich, thick description - The researcher provided rich, detailed, and varied description 
of each participant; describing not only what they did but the meanings they gave to 
their thoughts and actions. This description provided a detailed grounding for, and a 
test of, the study’s conclusions. 
     Role of the Researcher 
     Qualitative research is interpretive research and as such it is subject to perceived bias on 
behalf of the researcher.  The relevant personal experiences and beliefs of the researcher need to 
be discussed at the outset of the study, particularly since the researcher is the research instrument 
 in qualitative research.  According to Maxwell (2005) “what is important is to understand how 
you are influencing what the participant says, and how this affects the validity of the inferences 
you can draw from the interview” (p. 109). Explaining possible biases and how you will deal 
with them should be addressed in your proposal (Maxwell, 2005). 
      Incorporating one’s identity and experiential background into the research study has received 
support in the research environment (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Locke, Spirduso, and Silverman 
(2000) argue that the researcher’s contribution to the research setting can be useful and positive 
rather than detrimental.  Reason (1988, 1994) uses the term “critical subjectivity” which he 
defines as a quality of awareness in which we do not suppress our experiential knowledge, we do 
not get overwhelmed by it, but rather we use it enhance the inquiry process. 
     Further, Gray contends (2003) this it is “Far better to acknowledge that the researcher is part 
of the world which he / she is researching, that different factors will influence the interviewees, 
and to take account of these in the kinds of claims you might make on the bias of the data that is 
generated…”(p. 72). 
     Thus, I acknowledged at the start of this study that my perceptions of women, student affairs 
leaders, functioning successfully as members of their institutions’ senior leadership teams, were 
affected by my personal experiences.  I have been a Student Affairs professional since 1977 and 
since 1996 I have served as Dean of Students and a senior leadership team member at two very 
different institutions.  In this capacity, I work closely with trustees, senior leadership team 
members, professional and administrative staff, faculty, students, alums, and campus 
neighborhood and political constituents.  I am privy to decisions made at the highest institutional 
levels.  I am involved in personnel, policy making, and budgetary activities and decisions that 
impact all of the institutions’ constituencies. This experience contributed to my understanding of 
 this context and to the role of women as senior student affairs leaders in their institutions senior 
leadership teams.  This experience served to increase my awareness, knowledge, and sensitivity 
to many of the challenges, decisions, and issues encountered by these women and assisted me in 
working with the study’s participants.  This experience supports my understanding of the 
hierarchical nature and organizational structure of higher education, the culture of higher 
education, how higher education conducts its business, and the role of women as senior student 
affairs officers and members of their institutions’ senior leadership teams.   
    Due to my experience as a woman senior student affairs leader and a senior leadership team 
member at two institutions, I brought certain biases to this study.  While I made every effort to 
ensure objectivity, these biases may have shaped the way I viewed and understood the data I 
collected and the way I interpreted my findings.  Nonetheless, the researcher contends that her 
experiential knowledge substantially enhanced the quality of this study. 
 
  
Chapter 4: Results 
 
     As discussed in Chapter 1, the purpose of this phenomenological study was to conduct in-
depth interviews with women senior student affairs leaders to understand the significant events, 
experiences, and persons that influenced their advancement and success as members of their 
institutions’ senior leadership teams.  Specifically, the researcher was interested in understanding 
how these women described the significant events, experiences, and persons that supported and 
hindered their career advancement and success, the meanings they ascribed to these significant 
events, experiences, and persons, and how they learned from these lived experiences. 
At the core of this study is the major research question: 
•     How do women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed within the context 
of higher education senior leadership teams? 
      An electronic survey instrument was sent to women who self described as senior student 
affairs officers on the membership databases of the two major, national student affairs 
professional organizations; the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators 
(NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association (ACPA).  Based on the responses, 
the researcher reviewed the demographics of the potential participants and invited twelve 
respondents to participate in the study who would sufficiently comprise the maximum variation 
sample as discussed in Chapter 3.  The researcher specifically chose these twelve respondents 
from a total of 20 potential respondents to provide for a greater diversity amongst the types of 
institutions represented by the study’s respondents.  The demographics of the study’s participants 
are described in Table 1 and in Appendix C.  
 
 
 
 Table 1. Summary of Participant Demographic Descriptions 
Age 40-44 = 1 
45-49 = 2 
50-54 = 6 
55-59 = 0 
60 or older = 3 
Highest degree earned MA/MS = 1 
MBA = 1 
Ed.D. = 2 
Ph.D. = 8 
Years in student affairs profession 0-4 = 1 
5-9 = 0 
10-14 = 1 
15-19 = 3 
20-24 = 2 
25-29 = 2 
30 or more = 3 
Years as a senior student affairs leader 0-4 = 3 
5-9 = 2 
10-14 = 3 
15- 19 = 3 
20-24= 1 
Years as a member of your institution’s 
senior leadership team 
0-4 = 3 
5-9 = 3 
10-14 =1 
15-19 = 2 
20-24 = 3 
25-29 = 0 
Student population 1,000-3,000 = 4 
3,000 -6,000 = 4 
6,000 -9,000= 2 
15,000 or more = 2 
Institution type Private = 9 
Public = 3 
Doctoral = 3 
Baccalaureate = 2 
Church affiliated = 2 
All women = 1 
Title Dean of Students = 1 
Associate Provost = 2 
Vice President for Student Affairs = 6 
Vice President for Student Development = 2 
Other = 1 
 
 Data Analysis    
     The data collected was analyzed and categorized in accordance with the significant events, 
experiences, and persons that supported and hindered the career advancement and success of the 
participants.  In most instances where the participants felt that a significant event, experience, or 
person hindered their career advancement and success their responses discussed how they 
learned to prevail.  Through further analysis of the categorized data, several themes emerged.  
These themes include relationships both professional and personal, campus culture, job 
satisfaction, gender issues, career success, the senior leadership team experience, leadership 
style, knowledge of self, securing resources, and career path.  
     Questions guiding this study include:  
• What significant events, experiences, and persons support the career advancement and 
success of women senior student affairs leaders? How do they learn from these lived 
experiences? 
What significant events, experiences, and persons hinder the career advancement and success of 
women senior student affairs leaders?  How do they prevail?  How do they learn from these lived 
experiences?  
The remainder of this chapter responds to these questions. It presents a detailed description 
of the significant events, experiences, and persons that supported and hindered the career 
advancement and success of the study’s participants through a compilation of the participants’ 
words, their descriptions of their lived experiences, the researcher’s journal and the researcher’s 
notes taken during the interviews. The chapter ends with the detailed lived experiences of two 
participants that the researcher found particularly instructive.  
    Each participant was given a number for purposes of analyzing and presenting the data.  Data 
presented here that is specific to an individual participant will be identified by referring to the 
participant as “P1” for example. 
Relationships – Professional and Personal 
     Professional Relationships 
     This study’s twelve participants unanimously reported that professional and personal 
relationships contributed significantly to their career advancement and success.  Participants 
discussed in detail the critical importance building professional relationships with a variety of 
constituents on and off campus had on their career advancement and success. They discussed the 
hindering effects of unsupportive and unhealthy professional and personal relationships and how 
they learned to prevail in these situations.   
     The collective response of all twelve participants is best summed up by P6 who states, 
“Relationships are the single most important factor in how I succeed.  I think there was a point in 
time I thought it was knowledge, I might have thought it was experience, but for me it’s 
absolutely relationships.”   P2  commented that “Relationship building is the way that everything 
succeeds, not to mention that I think it’s very professionally satisfying as well as personally 
satisfying and I think women in particular really like that.”  P1 discussed this more specifically,  
     …knowing the people and having the relationships. I know who I have to call, who      
      works better by email, who works better at meetings and who has to be at those  
      meetings.  So, just knowing them and being able to talk to them on different levels     
     about different things.  I would never be able to get everything done if I didn’t have  
     relationships with them besides just the day-to-day kind of thing. 
 P4 described the personal joys and satisfactions of building high quality professional 
relationships, “The warm friendships that grow from building quality professional relationships 
are important and rewarding to me.  I feel a source of pride that I have been able to build these 
lasting relationships over time and they have certainly contributed my success.”    
     Relationships with Immediate Supervisors 
     Participants indicated that the relationship they establish with their immediate supervisors, 
who was the institution’s president for the majority of the participants, is primary since as P8 
remarked “it permeates all that you do.”  Participants discussed how understanding their 
immediate supervisor’s work style is essential to building a productive professional relationship 
with him/her. 
     P5 discussed the importance of understanding her president’s priorities, “if I can get that piece 
of it right and she’s getting done what she needs to accomplish, then I’m able to accomplish the 
things that I want to do because they are important to me.”  P10 was pleased that her president 
had been in his position for a long time, “I know what’s important to him and I haven’t had to go 
through learning a new supervisor’s style.  He delegates and allows me to run with it. Having 
autonomy is helpful to feeling that your judgment is respected.”  P8 discussed the autonomy she 
received from her president and what she needed to do to earn it, “In this environment autonomy 
comes with strengths. As long I keep my supervisor informed, and there’s no blindsiding and he 
knows that I’m not hiding anything, then I get the autonomy.”  P1 discussed her understanding of 
her supervisor’s decision making style and what she needed to do to be a part of it. 
 My supervisor manages by whoever is in the room at the time.  He’ll walk 
in and make decisions with whoever will talk with him and then he’ll  
make a decision based on that.  It became clear to me pretty quickly that I  
 had to fight my way into this building. At the formal meetings I’m very 
well respected and take part in the decision making process. It was the 
 informal parts that were difficult. It was all those informal decisions  
that happened that affected things in my area and that’s why I had to 
 be in this building. 
       Participants reported how they learned to prevail when they found themselves in  
conflicting situations with their immediate supervisors. P5 experienced a change in presidents 
shortly after she was hired. The president who hired her expected her to assist him in bringing 
about a culture change on the campus which she described as necessary because the “status quo 
was not good and not healthy.”  The new president had a different view, this created a significant 
challenge for P5, “Professionally it didn’t work for me and that forced me to say I need to leave 
because I was not willing to compromise my beliefs to deal with this person and what he thought 
was important.”  P3 shared a similar situation where her supervisor refused to deliver on a promise 
he made to her, “This was a challenging situation but I managed it by holding to my principles.  
I’ve always been a principled person.  When he refused to eliminate the remaining debt, I refused 
the presidency right in the middle of his big press conference.”  P8 described an interaction she 
had with her president during a time when she was not feeling trusted due to his micromanaging 
and overturning of her decisions. 
I finally had a conversation with him and told him if you do not like the 
way I’m doing my job, you’re going to have to fire me. I went on vacation 
right after that and when I came back there was a huge turnaround. I was 
supported and not questioned. I could have lost my job that day and I 
didn’t.  One of the things I have learned in my career is don’t say what 
 you don’t mean, but if there comes a point you have to be willing to say, 
this isn’t okay and be able to walk away. 
      Participants who did not report directly to the president reported to a provost and they 
discussed the challenges inherent in that organizational structure.  P2 described the strange 
relationship that exists between herself, the provost, and the president.  She reported that she is 
often told by the president to bypass the provost and this creates a dilemma for her because she 
has a sense of loyalty to the provost and won’t do things behind his back, “It takes time to 
manage these personalities and I’d rather spend that time doing more productive things.  It’s a lot 
of energy to get this relationship to work, but it does work and that’s ultimately the goal.”  P7 
discussed the challenges of working with the president in crisis situations.  She does not report to 
him directly and feels that this hinders her from having a strong relationship with him which 
tends to develop from a direct reporting line. This was further complicated in her situation 
because of a previously existing institutional expectation that required staff to go through the 
chain of command. Fortunately for her that has now shifted and the president will contact her 
and ask her to come over and meet with him.  She commented that she “is always sure to keep 
her boss in the loop regarding what is discussed” and “what I do more of now is to reach out to 
the president and ask for time on his schedule so I can learn his work style and expectations.” 
     Relationships with Faculty 
     Building relationships with faculty was particularly important to this study’s participants. 
Given Student Affairs role as co-curricular educators, building relationships with faculty is 
essential to establishing rich collaborations between academic affairs and student affairs that 
result in seamless learning opportunities for students. The participants discussed the importance 
of understanding faculty culture and reaching out and engaging faculty in student affairs 
 activities.  P4 commented that academic connections were very important to her success and that 
student affairs staff need to gain an appreciation for what the academic culture is like, “Student 
affairs staff needs to go to presentations faculty make, go to the faculty assembly, they should be 
seen at things that faculty members like to attend, they should talk to faculty members informally 
when they come to our events.”  P10 commented that a lack of a good strong partnership with 
the academic side is a barrier since most faculty don’t understand what people in student affairs 
do.  To respond to this P10 suggests, “Student affairs professionals have to get of their office and 
go meet the faculty where they are and make those connections. We have several people here 
who have done that and they’ve been very well received.”  P7 discussed a previous position she 
held in a provost’s office where she worked closely with faculty and was able to gain an 
understanding of their perspective which helped her to find common ground with them.  
You go out to lunch, you involve faculty. It’s better to include them and 
engage them in ways that can be helpful.  As an example of that…  I asked 
a faculty member who I know to be very conservative in his views about 
gays, lesbians, and bisexuals to join our diversity committee and that was 
very productive.  We have a relationship now and an opportunity to 
dialogue. 
 
        Relationships with Students 
     The participants discussed the importance of their relationships with students and the barriers 
they can experience in building these relationships.  Those at larger institutions commented on 
the difficulty of connecting with students.  P5 commented that the vice president for student 
affairs job just doesn’t lend itself to meeting with students in ways that she is used to, “It’s just 
that I’m not in a place where I’m interacting with students all the time.”  P7 discussed her 
 outreach to students during orientation, “At orientation, I talk to the students about emailing me 
and coming to talk to me to let them know that if they need me I’m here.”  P7 shared her strategy 
of placing student organization mailboxes near her office, “A number of students are in and out 
of here because I strategically placed the student organization mailboxes in my workroom.  If my 
door is open, they poke their heads in and say hi and let me know what’s going on. I just stop 
what I’m doing and take a break at that point. I love that.”  P12 described how she learned to 
build relationships with students at a mid sized institution. 
I meet weekly with the president of the student government and with the 
editor of the student newspaper to form relationships with them and for 
strategic reasons.  I make an effort to walk around the student center a lot 
and talk with the students when I see them in the halls or in the cafeteria. I 
go to the cafeteria to get lunch or have coffee just to be visible.  I will go 
and get my salad and schmooze probably three days a week.   
     Participants working at smaller institutions commented on the size of the institution being an 
asset to connecting with students. According to P8, “The nicest thing about being at a small 
school is that I didn’t have to give up student interaction and building rich relationships with 
students to be in this vice president position.” 
     The “stigma” of holding an upper level administrative position and title was also discussed as 
a barrier to building relationships with students.  As explained by P5, “As soon as you attach the 
title of vice president to the role, the way people perceive you and the way they interact with you 
is different, even if you’re still the same person.”  P6 echoed this sentiment and described how 
she learned to prevail. 
 On a college campus, if you're a vice president students are likely to be 
afraid of you or only know you because of negative stuff and you’re trying 
to build those bridges so you can learn what your students are thinking and 
doing.  But it’s a relationship that’s important for me to build so I have to 
make sure that I’m in the university community enough, that I am around 
and visible, so I can interact with students. 
             Relationships with Staff 
  The participants discussed the purposefulness with which they hired their staffs and the 
time and energy they put into creating events and interactions to positively reinforce their staffs 
and acknowledge their work as essential to their success.  P2 stated that she looked for 
personalities and skills that would match with her style and the institution’s culture and how she 
created opportunities for staff dialogue, “I bring the entire staff together at least twice a year 
from the secretaries to the deans and we talk as equals.  These conversations are time consuming 
but they are critically important to my success and to building healthy relationships.”  P9 talked 
about the hiring good people, letting them do their jobs, and doing whatever it takes to support 
her team.  
I don’t ask anybody to do anything that I haven’t done or that I wouldn’t 
do. I have no problem taking off my suit coat and going to help them 
because they have to see me as being part of the team. They are a great 
staff.  There’s no way I could do half of what I do without them. 
Participants discussed how the process of building of rich relationships with their staffs created 
opportunities for sharing concern for their well being, role modeling, and mentoring.  P 10 
commented on the joy of staff supervision, “I enjoy talking with staff about their work, listening 
 to what they’re doing, acting as a mentor and a sounding board.  These interactions are very 
important to building quality relationships with my staff.”  P7 talked about how much she 
enjoyed her staff relationships and the strategies she employed  to intentionally share her concern 
for them, “Sometimes I just start off the meeting, not with what’s on the agenda but, how are you 
doing?  You okay?  It’s important to just check in with each other and let them know how much I 
care.”  
      P2 provided an exception to the study’s other participants since she was the only one who 
commented specifically on the contribution her administrative assistant makes to her success.   
I have been fortunate in that I have a wonderful support person in my 
administrative assistant, who is very well organized and she is the key to 
my success.  If she ever decides to retire or leave, I have to go too because 
there’s no way I would manage my day, or my responsibilities if that were 
to happen.  I even hired a second secretary to work with her so she had 
enough time to kind of keep me organized and on track.    
     Relationships with Mentors  
     Many of the participants discussed relationships with mentors. While some of the participants 
discussed female mentors, the majority indicated that most of their mentors were males whose 
advice and guidance contributed significantly to the career advancement and success.  P3 
discussed the diversity of her mentors and how there weren’t many people of color or women 
around so a lot of her mentors were white men, “The same group of folks who sort of tried to 
dismiss me or diminish me– white guys – were also some of my biggest mentors who helped 
propel me.”  P9 described her male mentor as someone of great personal integrity who helped 
her learn the business and put her in positions where she could learn and grow.  P9 also 
 discussed her female mentors, “My female president was probably the best female role model 
I’ve had.  I’m not so sure I’ve had other female mentors– it’s interesting most of my mentors and 
role models have been male, even my new president.”  As P5 discussed what stood out for her in 
looking back on her career she talked about her mentors.  
When I look back over my career, what stands out for me are some of the 
mentors I’ve had and what they taught me. Interestingly enough, I think all 
of them have been men who taught me how to manage better, how to 
manage people, how not to get caught up in some of the more traditionally 
female emotional things, how to step back and look at situations and 
problems. That’s helped me a lot in my career to be able to be where I am 
and to see things from a different perspective. 
     Relationships with Colleagues at Other Institutions 
     Several participants discussed the importance of relationships with colleagues at other    
institutions and how these professional networks provide them with support and problem solving 
insight. 
    P1 works at an institution with multiple campuses and she discussed the importance of 
building relationships with senior administration on the other campuses because she remarks, 
“that’s where all of the decisions are made.”  P1 also described the importance of professional 
relationships outside of her institution, “I’ve gotten very close to other senior student affairs 
people in the region and I can go to them with questions or problems or things I haven’t dealt 
with before.  P2 also commented on building relationships with student affairs professionals in 
the region but her relationships had an interesting reciprocal nature due to her faculty 
background.  
 I built personal relationships with other vice presidents of student affairs.  
I’m not professionally trained in student affairs so they helped me resolve 
problems I had not been up against.  I had experiences as a faculty 
member that many of them didn’t have and so they started calling me to 
discuss how to get faculty involved, and so there started to be this mutual 
process.  These relationships are a primary source of support for me.  
P4 had a different perspective of this same issue.  She reported that her involvement in 
professional organizations and the relationships she built through them was helpful to her 
success. Yet, she expressed concern, “since all institutions have their own cultures, I am always 
sure to evaluate their advice and direction within context of my institution.”           
     Relationships with Key Individuals   
     Participants discussed the importance of building relationships with a variety of influential 
individuals on their campuses to ensure their success.  P12 described a key relationship with the 
special assistant to the president, “She has been at this institution for 30 years so she knows all 
the ins and outs, she knows everybody, and she knows how things work underneath the 
organizational structure.”  P5 commented on the importance of building relationships with 
people other than those in charge to get things done and the importance of learning what these 
people need and making that work for you. 
   The old adage of “get to know the secretary” I think is particularly 
important.  It’s their remembrance of who are the people that are going to 
help you get the job done.  It might be the custodian who can make sure 
that the room is clean because they know that’s important.  You learn not 
to treat everybody the same way and that’s okay because each individual 
 person has a different need and then you learn how to make that need 
work for you.  
     Participants discussed the challenges they experienced in building relationships with fellow 
vice presidents who did not always support their agendas yet, were in control of budgets and 
departments that delivered services to students.  P10 described how she successfully negotiated 
with the vice president for finance by learning his language and speaking in terms that made 
sense to him to secure his support for her agenda, “A retention discussion worked with him. At 
this institution it costs about $2,000 to recruit a student to replace one that leaves.  So, I showed a 
correlation between what I was trying to do and student satisfaction and retention.”  P12 reported 
that she experienced barriers with the vice president for finance because they had very different 
temperaments and she was not able to build a personal relationship with him. She described him 
as a golfer and many of the relationships he had with other cabinet members were on the golf 
course.  Since she didn’t play golf so she had to learn other ways to get what she needed from 
him to be successful.  She discussed her needing to make sure that she understood her budgets so 
that she was able to spend end of the year, unspent funds on things that student life needed rather 
than just have it these funds go back to the institution’s budget at the end of the year. She 
described the strategy she employed. 
I kept asking very fact-oriented questions and in fairness he didn’t feel that 
he could deny me that information. I just stayed to business with him and 
worked with his staff who were women, who were able to produce the 
analyses for me that I needed.  But I had to go through him to get the 
permission to do that. 
 P12 also discussed how critical it was for her to build a strong relationship 
with the vice president for administrative services, “Because at this 
university that person oversees food services, housekeeping and facilities 
and all of those are key to delivering student life and residence life 
services.”  
     Participants discussed how they learned to build allies and alliances to move their agendas 
forward.  P2 commented that when she believes strongly in something and knows she is going to 
hit the wall she builds her allies before she takes it forward, “I do a lot of lobbying and personal 
informing ahead of time. And I don’t present what I want to present until I know I’m going to 
have the majority in my court.”   P6 described how important it is to find the people that are on 
the other side of your agenda and to try to bring them to your side by gaining an understanding 
of what their issues are and addressing them.  
If all the signs are that we really need to do something I try to rally the 
right people. It’s building on those relationships. It’s going back to 
understand what will the naysayers say, what am I missing?  If I am going 
to be successful I need find the right people, whether they’re allies or not.  
     Personal Relationships 
     Relationships with Spouses 
     Participants discussed the roles supportive spouses played in their ability to achieve their 
professional and personal goals.  P4 talked about a “triple play” as she described her experience 
of balancing a family, and a career that was on the upswing, and going to graduate school at the 
same time. “I had a supportive husband who understood the demands of what it took to be in 
school. My husband did a lot of things with our children when I was writing my dissertation.”   
 P8 discussed how she finished her doctoral work, raised a family, and held down a full time job, 
“My husband was very supportive. We had a lot of conversations about making things work.  We 
both loved going to my children’s activities but there were certain weekends that I had to be at 
work and so he would have to be at their events.” 
     In instances where spouses were not supportive, participants discussed their decisions to 
divorce to achieve their personal and professional goals.  P7 discussed deciding to get a divorce 
because she had a spouse who was not accommodating and it got to be very stressful.  “There are 
times when you have to ask yourself whether you want it long term.  There was never a question 
in my mind that I wanted to continue moving up in my career, so I had to make some hard 
choices.” 
     Relationships with Family Members 
     Participants discussed the supportive role parents and other family members played in their 
professional and personal lives.  P2 commented that she would have had a difficult time doing 
this job when her children were very young, “The reason I can balance now is because I have a 
25 year old daughter who grocery shops, does the laundry, cleans, and runs my 16 year old son 
to hockey practice.”  P7 remarked about having a good support system in her family who lives 
close to her.  
I’ve always worked while I was raising my family.  If you have a good, 
strong support system that you can depend on that helps a lot because then 
it’s not just you having all that on your shoulders.  I have very supportive 
parents who I could call up and say, listen, I’ve got to study for my finals I 
need to loan my children out for a weekend and I need down time.  
     
 
  Campus Culture 
 
      Participants viewed their campus cultures to be considerably important to their career 
advancement and success.  Participants discussed that their professional and personal values 
were a good “fit” with their institutions cultures, values and mission.  P2 described her institution 
as values based and mission driven, “Our mission is critically important to me because it’s about 
the way I choose to live my life. I learned very early on in my career, that selling your soul for 
the wrong reason just doesn’t work.”  P12 commented that she liked a value-based institution, 
and similarly to P3, the values of her institution aligned with her own in many ways.  P12 stated 
further, “I like that I can focus with students and the staff not just on what to do but why to do 
it.”  P11 discussed her experience at a value-based institution.  
I spent 22 years at my last institution and that experience really gave me 
the benchmarks against which I was going to measure any other 
opportunity.  Their values permeated everything they did there. So, when I 
came to my present institution and I realized that what I loved about my 
last institution was also present here and I could be a vice president here – 
I really felt like this is it for me. 
     Other descriptors used to define their campus cultures by participants included collegiality, 
acceptance, and the size of their institutions. P3 commented on the consistency of values that 
permeates her institution’s culture, “Right now we have a president and provost and a board who 
are all in sync, we all have the same values about what’s important and it’s wonderful.”  P1 
described her comfort level with the collegial sharing that defines her campus culture, “It’s a 
very collegial working environment.  People are free to share.  If they hear rumors about things 
that might affect the campus they share them with each other. They’re not hesitant to share to 
 help benefit everybody, including the negatives.”  P6 described her dedication to her campus due 
to its culture, “I’m dedicated and I love this place.  The culture of acceptance here creates an 
environment that isn’t pretentious; people who generally succeed here are very genuine and stay 
for a while.”  For P10 it was the size of the institution that was particularly satisfying, “I like this 
size institution.  Here I not only work with everyone in the division, I work directly with faculty 
and I really like that and I think that’s a real plus of a smaller institution.” 
     Job Satisfaction 
     Participants in this study expressed an exceptionally high degree of job satisfaction in their 
positions which is best summarized by P6, “I just love what I do and just having this 
conversation reinforces for me that I truly love what I do - gosh this is fun.  I’m passionate about 
what I do, I’m energized by it.”  P10 discussed liking the scope of her responsibilities and 
working with great people, “We have fun and fun’s important.  I feel like I’m able to accomplish 
what I set out to accomplish and that’s pretty good.”  P5 commented, “I have a job that requires a 
lot of me and I am not bored in any way or content that we’ve got it together.  There’s so much 
work to be done and every day there’s a new, exciting challenge.  P4 talked about the enjoyment 
she receives from the variety of interactions and responsibilities her position entails. 
I’ve never been bored.  When you come to work you could be faced with 
very tragic circumstances, great hilarity, or just having a day of slogging 
through a whole lot of meetings. It involves so many different kinds of 
things.  I’ve been very involved with builders, contractors, architects, 
police officials, and lawyers. It’s really an education in itself, just to be in 
a position like this. So, if you like new things and I do obviously or I 
wouldn’t have come to a new school. This is great fun. 
       Two participants discussed the source of their job satisfaction as a supportive administration. 
P3 reported that she had been given a lot of autonomy by her president and provost, “to go out 
and do what she believed was right.”  P2 commented, “I have an administration that is willing to 
embrace almost anything I can think of doing. I love the level of creativity and autonomy I have 
to develop policies and programs that empower students.”  
     Participants commented on the satisfactions they derive from working with students and 
seeing them develop into successful graduates.  P1 equated her love for students with the reason 
she entered the student affairs profession, “Students are where I get my energy from. If we do 
things that help them to reach their goals, then we have a good day, whatever it is; even if it’s 
just a sign that they are going in the right direction.”  P11 discussed why she enjoyed working 
with college age students, “I love the way a student can come in the door as a freshman and the 
transformation that occurs between 18 and 22 is just startling.”  P7 talked about the satisfaction 
she receives from helping students solve problems that move them to a higher level of 
functioning, “I thrive when the students come in with their problems that have to be resolved. I 
love to support students in that way.  Helping them get to the next point so they can succeed is 
very rewarding for me.”  P9 described students’ successes as her reason for coming to work 
everyday.  
When I see somebody who I never thought would make it past orientation 
walk across the stage at commencement, or when I deal with a student 
who made some very bad choices that I had to take disciplinary action 
with and he comes back some time later and says, ‘if it wasn’t for what 
you did, as mad as I was, I never would have made that change’. That’s 
why I come to work every day 
      Gender Issues 
     Participants described their awareness of gender issues and how these issues influenced their 
career advancement and success.  Some participants discussed the positive aspects the female 
gender contributes to the workplace.  Others focused on the challenges gender has presented to 
them throughout their careers and how they earned to prevail.  P12 was the first woman vice 
president at her institution. She reported that she had to forge her own way in a very traditional 
and hierarchical organization.  She described how she managed to balance her gender role with 
the positive values that are associated with that in our culture, and also be very task oriented in 
terms of the work that she needed to do. P12 describes herself as “being able to walk that line” 
and “looking very traditional.”  She commented that she used her femininity and at the same 
time she said “my brain was working and I understood what I needed to say, and do, and get, if I 
was going to be successful. In this organization I think a harder approach would have left me on 
the outside.”  P6 discussed a feeling of uncomfortable aloneness when she was the only senior 
woman on campus.  
When I worked under a female president she talked about never feeling 
that aloneness because she worked at being gender neutral.  She had 
become such a part of the male network to succeed that being the only 
women in he room was never an issue for her. And women saw her as a 
tremendous role model at all sorts of levels. 
     Participants discussed their awareness of the positive differences the female 
gender brings to the workplace.  P5 talked about how women have a lot to offer 
and how they can bring things to the table and deal with them in ways that men 
can’t and in ways that makes a difference, “I send a birthday card to everybody in 
 my division; its a bit of nurturing to make them feel like they’re part of a family.”   
P9 suggests that women are a lot better at figuring out the players and the people 
side of it, “Women are more sensitive to the human side of things.”   
     Participants discussed how women need to work harder than their male counterparts to be 
recognized.  P7 commented that even though women are the majority in student affairs, albeit in 
lower level positions, they still have to interface with the entire global higher education 
environment where there are many gender issues, “As I think about becoming senior anything, I 
think that as women we are held to a higher standard with everything we do.”  P6 stated that the 
pressure for women is different because women are not allowed to say no, “It’s always assumed 
that women will take on more.  Women still need to work harder since they are still under a 
microscope. If Nancy Pelosi makes a mistake it’s a mistake for all women.  I feel a lot of 
pressure to perform.”   P3 discussed her struggles as a minority and a woman. 
I also got fellowships through graduate school and I got them for my 
doctoral work and for my post-doctoral work.  And it was on the basis of 
merit, but I always felt that I had to do stuff twice as fast and I had to do 
twice as much as a guy – a white guy would have had to do. 
     Participants discussed the stereotypical, gendered type expectations that they experience in 
their work and how they learned to prevail and succeed.  P5 discussed her feeling that the 
difficult thing for women sometimes is that they feel they need to be more cordial and collegial 
in their attempts to get things done.  So when people don’t respond to their needs they are less 
inclined to go over somebody’s head and let their supervisor know because it’s not the collegial 
thing to do, “What I’ve learned is you just have to do that.  You’ve got to get the job done, and 
so you need to do whatever it takes to get it done.”  P9 suggested that “women feel inferior in 
 comparison to their male counterparts and that women really do struggle with things that men 
can get away with that they feel as women they can’t.”  She talked about men getting away with 
being tough and forceful and strong and setting high expectations and when women do the same 
thing “they’re seen as bitchy and demanding while a man is just seen in some ways as doing his 
job.”  P10 discussed conversations she had with women colleagues regarding the expectation that 
women bosses are expected to be more supportive and sensitive than men bosses.  
 I think there’s just an expectation that your door is open more and that 
you can be more of a counselor than a male boss would be. Maybe we 
give messages that we’re open to being a good listening ear and having 
our door open and having people coming in and sharing. I think it’s more 
likely for a woman boss to be accused of being insensitive than it is for a 
male boss to be accused of being insensitive.   
     Participants discussed how they learned to effectively manage their emotions at work to avoid 
being stereotyped as hysterical females.  P9 reported that she learned from a male mentor not to 
react immediately to a situation. Through his example she learned to take a breath, step back, and 
think through her response before verbalizing it, “That was a hard thing for me, as I think it is for 
most women. But I believe through the course of my career I’ve learned to step back and kind of 
take it in and then speak and react.”  P7 discussed how frustrated she feels when she is having a 
really bad day managing certain personalities and needs to regroup and control her emotional 
side.  
You know at some point I was ready to say ‘do you really realize what I’m 
working with?’  But you’ve got to manage those emotions, stay firm and 
you’ve got to allow your voice to be heard because if I’m screaming – 
 ahhh, you know, this is really when and how you get labeled a hysterical 
female.  So, trying to avoid going off on people too often is important for 
women in a professional setting. 
     Career Success 
 
     Participants discussed and defined career success in terms of respect for their acquired skill 
set, receiving respect as a professional, recognition of their achievements, and having the ability 
to create change in an institution.  P10 defined career success as making things happen in an 
organization, meeting her goals, and gaining the respect of her colleagues and subordinates in the 
process.  P10 also commented on the role mentoring plays in her definition of career success, 
“It’s important to me that I have the opportunity to mentor.  It’s great when somebody says they 
learned a lot working with me.  That’s career success to me.  I work more with professionals so 
its development work with adults instead of with students.”  P7 defined career success as being 
recognized for the expertise that she has, “For me being successful in my career has meant that I 
have a knowledge base, a skill level and the abilities to manage my responsibilities in a way 
that’s effective and useful to the university and to the profession.”  P12 shared a similar 
definition, “Being successful for me means that I progressed over time, learned skills, and was 
able to get into a position where I am recognized for my skills and that I’m competent and able 
to produce change in an organization.”  P12 further reported how proud she was of herself since 
she earned a doctorate in a family where her mother never worked outside the home and her 
father made a career in the Army, “Being able to achieve the Ph.D. and becoming a vice 
president in a university still amazes me. I feel like I’ve expressed the talents and gifts that I had 
and actually went beyond them, which is a good feeling.”  P11 discussed career success as being 
in a position that allows her to contribute positively to the her institution and that challenges her 
 to push herself out of her comfort zone, “I feel successful when I am learning so that I don’t 
become complacent and when I feel the work I am doing is important and makes a difference to 
these students.”  P1 defined career success in relation to loving her job, “The title is kind of a 
nice thing but that’s not really what success means.  It’s going to work everyday and liking what 
you do that’s really important.” 
     Participants also commented on issues surrounding the concept of women having it all; career 
and family.  P7 discussed the hard work, challenges, and sacrifices she experienced in climbing 
that ladder to get to her senior level position.  She spoke about trade offs such as having to miss a 
few of her children’s competitions, “For every career minded woman, it’s that concept of having 
it all.  There are trade offs. It’s a lot of pressure and tension yet, at the same time, there are a lot 
of rewards.”  P4 discussed the stresses and strains of having it all and that she did achieve that to 
some extent but not without a lot of compromises.  She reported that over time she did rise to the 
senior level that she wanted to, “I was happy that my children did well and I basically had what I 
wanted which was to have it all.”   She discussed thinking that she often felt that if she was 
working really hard she wasn’t spending enough time with her kids and if she was spending time 
with her kids she wasn’t working hard, “In looking back you say to yourself, in a more balanced 
way, that there were compromises at every step.  I had to make decisions constantly about how 
to spend my time.”  P8 discussed the super woman, you have to do it all mentality which she felt 
was specific to her generation.  P8 felt that women can have it all and do it all just not at the 
same time.  She discussed taking time to step back and juggle her idea of family and career and 
her decision to return to work when her youngest entered first grade, “My children did not suffer 
because of my work.  Both of my children are grown, and they are pretty good and very stable 
people.  I think they saw me as somebody who was fulfilled.”  P12 discussed the challenges she 
 encountered when she decided that having it all and doing it all might include a college 
presidency.  In the process of deciding to apply for a college presidency, she struggled with 
balancing her professional aspirations and the needs of her family. 
 I finally came to the realization that at this point I probably don’t want to 
go for a presidency.  I sometimes wonder if that was the right decision or 
not. In the past I turned it down because of my daughter and now it’s my 
mother.  So, there are family considerations and there is a balance in the 
whole thing. And that’s one of the reasons why I didn’t pursue it before 
and I probably won’t now, for that same reason.  
P12 provided an exception since she was the only participant who defined her career success in 
part by salary recognition. 
 While career success is certainly all of the things we just talked 
about for me - having my talents, skills and abilities be recognized- 
it is also salary recognition. Being compensated at a level which 
enables me to do the things that I want to do outside is success to 
me.  My salary enabled me to let my daughter stay in Rome for a 
second semester and go over and visit a couple of times when she 
was there, that kind of thing.  And be able to build a little house in 
the Poconos, to decompress and relax and to retire to someday. 
     Senior Leadership Team Experience 
 
     Participants discussed their senior leadership team experience from several different 
perspectives; including being decision makers for their institutions, personality differences of 
team members, trust among team members, and an awareness of gender issues specific to this 
 context.  Participants described the excitement they experience as decisions makers at the highest 
levels of their institutions.  P5 commented that being on the senior leadership team of an 
institution provides her with a unique opportunity, “I can see what’s going on and make the 
decisions at the highest level of the institution. Setting the course and direction for an institution, 
that’s a very special thing.”  P1 discussed what she learned from her senior leadership team 
experience when they acted as decision makers for the campus during a major campus crisis.   
I was on the decision making body of how to handle a campus crisis, how 
to handle the media, how to handle the students, how to handle the parents 
– the whole process.  So it was definitely an eye opener to see the 
complete decision making process.  I learned a lot about the importance of 
open communication and being upfront within the senior leadership as 
well as with the campus community.  
     P4 discussed decision making at a much broader senior level. She described her senior 
leadership team as the group that makes the critically fundamental decisions, “We talk about 
enrollment and budget, what we’re doing about raising money, the academic folks talk about 
putting in new curriculums.  All of these issues have tremendous implications for the entire 
campus.”  P7 referred to her senior leadership team as the movers and the shakers that get things 
done on the campus, “We’re recognized for the role that we each have to play to contribute to the 
campus.  The president has empowered us to make some hard line decisions, and do whatever we 
need to do and to make things happen.”   
     Participants discussed the different personalities of their senior leadership team members and 
how these differences affect their interactions. Also discussed was the importance of trust that 
supports risk taking within the senior leadership team context.  P7 commented that these 
 different styles can help you to understand what you don’t want to do, “You know the styles that 
aren’t effective; the ones that are very abrasive and the complainers.” She discussed the group 
dynamics of her senior leadership team and remarked about an ah-ha experience she had when 
she recognized the differences in the team members’ leadership styles, “Like, ooh, now I can see 
why things might get a little bogged down or I can see why, this is working well.”  P11 
commented that even though there are differences among team members they still work well 
together.  
We will spar, we will go head-to-head on some things, we will get cranky 
with each other, but interestingly enough we are all professionals and we 
enjoy spending time together and we work well together.  We don’t 
always agree but we work well together. For me it’s important that there’s 
a comfort level that you can agree to disagree. 
     P5 reported on a difficult situation that she encountered when a senior leadership team 
member, with whom she did not have a good relationship, was not supporting her needs.  She 
indicated that if she had a better relationship with this individual she would have confronted him 
directly but she was pretty sure that if she did he would stab her in the back so she had to deal 
with him differently if she was to succeed. She indicated that in this particular situation she 
really needed to get something done, so she decided to talk to the president and ask that the three 
of them met.  She learned that when working with this individual she needed to use the president 
as her safety valve, “Sometimes you just have to go to the boss.  In situations where I have a 
better relationship with the individual I would confront him or her and then I would tell the 
president how I was feeling.”  P5 also discussed a particular person on the senior leadership team 
 who she saw stab another colleague in the back and how she learned a lesson from that 
experience.   
I learned to be a little different with that person from that point on. I have 
learned over time to be less trusting.  I think it’s learned behavior.  I think 
it goes back partly to professional survival, not letting your guard down 
too much because you don’t know what’s going to happen.  You’re 
dealing with people and people don’t necessarily do what they say they’re 
going to do. So to protect your department, yourself, your staff, and your 
institution, I think you have to start out being a little more skeptical and 
cagy. 
     P10 discussed the issue of trust with her senior leadership team. She recalled working with a 
vice president that would always report that everything in his area is fine, which she felt worked 
against building trust within the senior leadership team.  She indicated that her president’s style 
is to find the best ideas wherever they come from and that he encourages his senior leadership 
team to bring their issues to the table so that everybody can weigh in on how to deal with it, “I 
have learned that our team works best when there’s enough trust and risk taking to be able to say, 
you know, I can’t seem to make this work, does anybody have any ideas?  P5 echoed this 
comment regarding the importance of trust, “You need to have a shared trust with the senior 
leadership team because you need these people to get the job done.”  P5 discussed the need to be 
able to trust that if senior leadership team members see something going wrong in your area they 
will tell you, just as she needs to be able to tell them.  
Because it doesn’t just affect me if it goes wrong, it affects them, it affects 
the institution. To be able to work together, to be able to recognize that at 
 times we’re going to disagree with each other but it doesn’t mean anything 
personally, and that we all have a job to do.   
     Participants discussed experiencing gender concerns with their senior leadership team 
members related to their work style differences and to the group dynamics of having only one 
woman on the senior leadership team.  P6 discussed situations where she and her female 
president would disagree in a senior leadership team meeting and all the men would back up and 
never disagree.  She remarked that this created the perception that she was always disagreeing.  
Yet, “My female president and I would walk out of those meetings very collegially or even 
laughing about something that was about to happen.”  She discussed a very different dynamic if 
two of the men had disagreed; they would be walking out on different sides of the room. She 
reported that what she learned from this was that when the senior leadership team was trying to 
accomplish things that the guys would respond to disagreements differently than her and her 
female president. She defined that as an aha moment for herself because it was then that she 
realized the hurdle she had to get over and the energy it would take to have healthy 
disagreements with the men on her senior leadership team.  
 It just takes more energy when you have to think about – is this a good 
time to be aggressive on this topic?  Do I have to tiptoe around this one?  
Can I not be me?  I think it’s an energy level.  So, looking at an agenda in 
preparation for a meeting I’m not thinking through the topic, the content, 
nor the pros and cons that I want to be able to talk about, it’s – how am I 
going to present that because he’s upset about that, and how am I going to 
present this because he’s upset about this.  So I learned to be more 
calculating and that takes more energy than focusing on the topic. 
      P8 discussed being the only woman on the senior leadership team for quite a few years and 
feeling very invisible, “I learned over time that gender had a lot to do with it.  I came into my 
vice president position while the good old boy network was still alive and well.  I was the token 
and that was that.”  P8 indicated that more recently a woman was hired as vice president of 
academic affairs and that changed the dynamics within the senior leadership team, “Another 
woman on campus who is on the senior leadership team who I could just say – hey, let’s have 
lunch.”  P8 further commented about the higher you get, the fewer women there are, “I have not 
had a collegial relationship at this senior leadership level and I think that’s the biggest thing I 
missed moving up - a friend.”  P12 remarked that for a while she was the only women on her 
institution’s senior leadership team, “Today there are three women among nine vice presidents 
on the senior leadership team and the dynamics have changed.”  P12 indicated that having more 
women in the room made it much easier for her and that now it’s possible for the men to see that 
not all women are the same because all three women are different and sometimes they even have 
different perspectives on the same issue, “It’s also helpful for us because we can establish eye 
contact with each other during meetings and we periodically go out to lunch together, which I 
view as comparable to the golf game.” 
     P4 shared a different perspective on being the only woman.  She indicated that she is 
presently on a senior leadership team that is predominately female with a male serving as 
president. Yet, when she started at this institution there were a lot of male vice presidents with a 
male serving as president and she was the only female. 
“I’ve never worried very much about that.  People are people.  I mean, I 
felt I could get along with the male crew when I was the only female and I 
think now that it’s a very female dominated institution I don’t see huge 
 changes in how we do business.  We might be a little more collaborative 
but we are still dealing with the same kinds of concerns. I still think a lot 
of it is individual personalities.” 
     Leadership Style 
     The participants described their leadership style as collaborative and taking a team approach.  
P2 described her leadership style, “to be very collaborative” and indicated that it seems to work 
for her within her division and across her institution, “I have wonderful partners here, I’m never 
doing this alone and again, being a woman, collaboration is everything for me.”  P12 reported 
that she works best in collaboration and that her leadership style reflects that.  She described 
coming into her vice president position at a time when student life needed to be rebuilt, “My 
usual strategy is to pull together the senior staff and in a team oriented way and problem solve.  
So I brought these folks together and talked with them about where we needed to go to rebuild 
the student life team.”  P10 reported that her leadership style is to work collaboratively with her 
staff to address issues or solve problems and that this team approach typically results in solutions 
that are in the best interests of the institution and the students, “When we collaborate we have 
rich and rewarding interactions that bring ideas together from a lot of different sources and we 
arrive at good, creative solutions.”  P7 described her collaborative leadership style in relation to 
the size of her institution, “Our working relationship is very much of a team approach and it has 
to be that way because we’re such a small institution.”  She discussed how her team must pull 
together for major events.   
Everyone chips in and helps. It might even be a work study student who 
works in counseling; it might be someone from athletics.  It can be anyone 
and I’m over there. Everyone chips in and you roll up your sleeves and 
 you do what you have to do.  So, the way we operate is very much like a 
team. 
     P1 discussed her experience as the senior student affairs leader of a division that was 
previously led by an individual that mandated decisions and everybody followed, “So, I brought 
a very different leadership style from what was here before.  I tried to get people to work 
together and use their strengths to work as a team as opposed to just telling them what they were 
to do.”  P1 commented further on her a collaborative style, “I get everybody’s opinion and I 
make decisions through collaboration versus top down.”  She discussed how she avoids telling 
her staff what to do yet she might gear things in the way that she wants them to go, “But I still 
try to get people to see things so that they’re comfortable with the decision too.  Sometimes it 
means it doesn’t go exactly like I thought it would and that’s okay with me.”   
     Participants discussed how their leadership styles supported their ability to be effective team 
players.  P6 reported that she learned that her leadership style enabled her to be an effective team 
player because she recognized that she was willing to persist as well as let go of something,  
“Sometimes I have to think about what I’m going to let go of in order to get what I really want.  
You can only pick so many battles.”  P8 discussed a very challenging experience regarding a 
department that did not report through student affairs that in her opinion should in order to best 
meet student needs.  
And, you know, I’ve come to totally accept that, but now that we will have 
a new president, I will bring it up again, because this is something that’s 
important to me.  I have learned that my leadership style is such that I’ve 
often tried to pick and choose.   I’ve absolutely have had to pick and 
choose battles and this was one I decided very early was important.  So I 
 tried and when I lost, it was like – okay, fine.  You stay with the rules that 
are in place or you move on, and I am not willing to move on at this time. 
     Participants discussed their leadership style in terms of needing to have their voices heard 
when they found themselves in positions that they determined required them to agree to disagree. 
P11 recalled learning that her effectiveness as a leader and her investment in an organization was 
equal to the freedom she had to put her opinion on the table, “Given my leadership style, I work 
best when I feel comfortable enough to say I don’t agree and here’s why. Once I’m allowed to 
voice my opinion, if it doesn’t go my way I’m okay and I can let it go.”  P10 discussed a 
situation in which she disagreed with her boss’s decision. “When I disagree with a decision my 
boss makes I lay out why I disagree, and then I go with whatever decision I’m given. He’s the 
president and he has the right to make the decisions he wants to make.  I respect him for that.” 
     Knowledge of Self 
 
     Participants discussed how they learned to gain an enhanced sense of self which contributed 
to their improved professional practice.  Participants commented on such issues as maturity, self 
confidence, credibility, and aggressive and controlling behaviors.  P6 recalled how as a new 
senior student affairs leader she stomped over people, “I was like a bull in a china shop and I still 
think I can be.”  She discussed one of the hurdles that she had to overcome was an aggressive, 
“let’s get it done” attitude.  She shared that she learned to do this through an interaction she had 
with her supervisor who told her that her standards were too high, and she remembered thinking, 
if my standards are too high, I’m leaving.  I said “my standards are too high?”  And she said, 
“yep, I think your standards are too high.  You’re going to have to figure out what to do about 
that.”   P6 explained how that interaction led her to she develop a deeper and more insightful self 
understanding, “I left her office and I thought to myself– I am not going to change my standards. 
 So I need to figure out how I’m going to change how I communicate them.  And that’s what I 
did.”  P5 described herself as a type A personality who is much better at giving orders than 
taking orders.  She recalled the first time anyone told her she was intimidating and how 
devastated she was, “One of my very dear friends still to this day said something about – ‘well, 
you know, you’re really intimidating.’  I was absolutely blown away.  I had no idea that people 
perceived me that way at all.”  She discussed recognizing that in herself from that day forward, 
“I know that I project a bit of confidence and sometimes arrogance that I think also makes people 
feel I know where I’m heading so back off.”  P5 remarked that she has learned to use that sense 
of self assurance to her benefit. 
Now that I know and understand that, I’ve learned to work it to my 
advantage. At times I use it deliberately because that’s what you have to 
do, but other times I try to pull it back if I see that the reaction someone is 
having is negative. 
     P9 reported being a “Take charge kind of person who has always been old for her age.”  She 
discussed her work ethic as one of her greatest strengths as well as a limitation, “I think my work 
ethic has also been a fault because when I do too much and want to be in control, I’m not 
delegating so I’m not letting others learn and grown.”  P9 explained that in trying to understand 
how to effectively manage her work ethic she self reflected on a period of time where she felt she 
had to do it all herself because she had to prove something.  
 I think I felt that way because I was appointed to my vice president 
position by the president and I was not the choice of the search committee. 
So I felt I had to be tougher, stronger, and smarter than anybody else either 
in the position or as a colleague on the senior leadership team. I thought I 
 had to prove myself more than anybody else and that was not the case.  
Sometimes I think that got me in trouble because I probably was a little 
too tough on others and myself.  I spent a lot of time trying to prove 
myself and I think retrospectively I didn’t need to and I may have wasted 
some time. 
     P6 also described the need to engage in self reflection to gain an understanding of the 
parameters of her job as a new student affairs leader.  
I was searching for a comfort level to say that I really can do this and I 
know now that I really am right.  Now I am much more confident in my 
abilities, much more comfortable with who I am and in more in control of 
my emotions.  I think part of it is maturity and part of it is comfort about 
me.  I have learned that you get to a point whether its age or career or 
whatever it just is.  You’re who you are and I am comfortable with me. 
     P8 talked about now being comfortable with who she is and that she that has stopped looking 
to other people to validate her, “Always looking to please other people is very tiring. I finally can 
say I am comfortable with who I am. Maybe its age that gave it to me.  I don’t know but I do 
have it now.” 
     P11 discussed that she has learned over time that being seen as credible is really important.  
She explained that through self reflection she has gained the understanding that losing her 
credibility rendered her ineffective. She described a situation where she recently knocked heads 
with a fellow vice president that resulted in self discovery and affirmation. 
If my track record with people is good, then when we do knock heads I 
can rely on the credibility I have worked hard to establish. I have learned 
 that a difference of opinion does not stop the work relationship when you 
have credibility.  To me that is one of the most valuable understandings 
that I have gained about myself. 
     Securing Resources 
     Participants discussed the role their reporting lines and their portfolios play in securing 
resources in their institutions.  They discussed their strategies for securing resources which 
included doing their due diligence to compel a decision in their favor, making your request a 
win-win for your area and the institution, and being ready when the right time comes to move 
their resource requests forward.  P7 discussed the challenge she faces in securing resources due 
to her reporting line, “The academic deans and I all report to the vice president of academic 
affairs.  So I struggle due to that hierarchy when I am at the table with the other deans arguing 
for my $40,000 versus their $1.4 million.”  P7 revealed that she has learned to prevail by writing 
successful grant proposals that have provided her area with external funding.  She indicated that 
by securing external funding she has gotten the attention of the CFO, the President, and her boss, 
“So now my argument is – I’m bringing in a, b, and c, can you give me x, y and z to help me 
with it. I’m working with the institution instead of just saying – can you give me this.” 
     P5 indicated that she has no problem getting the attention or the resources that her division 
needs,  “I’ve have a lot of the academic support areas, enrollment, the police, food services and 
all of those auxiliaries that mean so much.”  She discussed speaking with vice presidents at other 
institutions and learning that those who do not have the extensive portfolio that she does do feel 
less important and have difficulty securing resources.  However, P5 did comment that, “So much 
depends on the institution.  I think securing resources comes down to the president and how the 
president feels about student affairs and how critical student affairs is to the institution.  P2 
discussed her strategies for securing resources for her division, “You need to be passionate about 
 what you want and I also think there is nothing like good research and a really rational plan.”  
She also discussed the strategy of making what she wants for her division a win – win for the 
institution, “I learned that thinking about the larger system helps you get what you want.  We 
each operate within that larger system and so finding ways for what I want to be a win-win for 
everyone else sitting at the table is a critical strategy.”  P4 also discussed the importance of doing 
good research and making a strong case as opposed to just asking for resources. She reported 
wanting to build a campus recreation center and the strategy she employed to prevail. 
With regard to the many buildings we have built including the recreation 
center, we got them because we had a plan. We understood financing, we 
were able to connect these facilities to enrollment, retention, to the kinds 
of students we’re now getting, rather than saying, I want what I want when 
I want it. Making a case actually counts here; you have to put it out there 
and have the facts to compel a decision.  I was very intentional and I kept 
the thought of a recreation center out there and when the opportunity was 
right to make the “ask” I was ready.  
     P8 described the difficulty of securing resources in a small school that is very tuition driven, 
“In the last 5 years I would say I’ve been very lucky as well as persuasive because some of the 
things that I know were right were heard.”  She discussed the need for a new residence hall but 
the response she received was that there was no money.  But ultimately she remarked, “I was 
able to put together data driven arguments and present them and ultimately the residence hall 
was funded.” 
 
 
 
 
      Career Path 
 
     Each of the participants discussed their career paths and how they got involved in the student 
affairs profession. None of these women started their careers with any thoughts or plans to enter, 
much less advance in, the student affairs profession.  Six of the participants used the words 
“backwards” and “circuitous” to describe their entry into the field; referring to their early career 
years during which they were involved in a variety of professions including college professors, 
academic affairs administrators, counselors, planning and assessment, teaching in secondary 
education or leading programs that provided access to college to underprivileged students.   
     P8 discussed that she did not plan to pursue a career in student affairs and that through “an 
extremely circuitous route” she entered the field. She started out as a guidance counselor and 
through a very random happenstance she secured a position at a college as an Assistant Director 
of Counseling and was promoted to Director of Counseling. 
      P10 discussed starting out as a high school history teacher and returning to school after her 
children were born to earn her doctorate.  She intended to go back to teaching but through her 
graduate assistantship she learned that she enjoyed working with college students and decided to 
stay in higher education. She first worked in planning and assessment which led to an enrollment 
position and in her next job, after a total reorganization she got into student affairs. “So, I came 
at it backwards I didn’t come up through student affairs like Director, Associate Dean…” 
     The remaining six participants learned of the student affairs profession either through 
involvement in co-curricular activities or through interactions with mentors or role models in 
student affairs leadership positions during their undergraduate years.  In these cases the 
participants’ career paths reflect a classic career progression of upward mobility in the student 
affairs profession.   
     P4 discussed how her out class involvement as president of her residence hall got her 
interested in the student affairs profession, “I thought the people there really did contribute to my 
education outside the classroom.”  P4 started out as a Director of Career Planning and 
Placement, moved into more general administration by supervising a few areas, and then went 
back and started on her doctorate. From there she continued on a path of upward mobility in 
student affairs, “I went from what amounted to an Assistant Dean, to an Associate Dean, to the 
Dean of Students, and then I got promoted to the Vice President for Student Affairs all at the 
same institution I was co-founder of.”  
     P6 described her experience on a study abroad trip where there was no RA type to help those 
on this trip get to know one another, “It was then that I realized I wanted to be an RA for the rest 
of my life.”  P6 also talked about how she established a very rich relationship with the Assistant 
Dean of Students, “I wanted to be like her when I grew up. That was what I wanted to do.”  She 
discussed how she changed her major, became an RA for three years, and found out that she 
could go to graduate school and “do this stuff.”  “So that’s how I ended up getting into the 
student affairs profession. From that point on I tracked to be a dean of a college so I went on to 
grad school and right into the field and never skipped a beat. 
     Several participants discussed the necessity of earning a terminal degree if they wanted to 
remain in the student affairs profession and progress to the upper levels of administration.  As P8 
explained, “When a reorganization occurred at the college, I realized that I would never get any 
higher because I didn’t have a doctorate so I went back to school and earned my Ph.D.”     
     Two of the participants who do not have terminal degrees discussed their strategies for career 
advancement and success. P9 remarked when she applied for her vice president position, “One of 
the things frankly that held me back was the fact that I did not have a terminal degree.”  She 
 discussed feeling inadequate in comparison to her senior level colleagues at other institutions, “I 
feel like, maybe they look down at me because I don’t have the terminal degree.”  When her 
president announced her retirement, P9 questioned, “If I didn’t want to stay, if I was asked not to 
stay, I wanted some insurance.  How do I get myself to think about my next career step and what 
kind of assurance or insurance do I need?”  Having been a vice president for eight years, she 
questioned what the doctorate would do for her at this point in her career so she decided to get an 
MBA.  She now has a renewed sense of comfort, “I have 4.5 million dollar budget, I negotiate 
contracts and I do the request for proposals for food service and health insurance. I’m the CEO 
of my division. With my experience and an MBA, I know I will get a job.  I won’t have to 
worry.” 
     P2 discussed being recruited for a college presidency with the understanding that she would 
earn her doctorate. The recruiter got her accepted into a 20 month doctoral program to which she 
agreed but then began to question the tuition expense and the time commitment,  
I thought, you know, come to your senses. I would love to do that, but I 
don’t think it’s going to be in the plan. As part of my negotiation in 
accepting this role, I was able to maintain my tenured faculty position. So 
if this didn’t work out at any time in the future or if I decide to leave this 
position I will return to my tenured faculty position. 
Stories – Detailed Lived Experiences 
 
     The researcher found the following two stories shared by the participants to be particularly 
instructive and insightful.   
     P9 was the youngest of all of the participants.  She assumed her role as vice president for 
student affairs at the age of 34.  Her detailed lived experience discusses the advice and guidance 
 she received from the female president who appointed her to her vice president position rather 
than accept the recommendation of a search committee charged with conducting a national 
search to find an appropriate candidate.  The researcher chose to share this story because it 
describes a dilemma that many professionals encounter during their careers. The wisdom of the 
president’s advice and the strength of character demonstrated by P9 in acting on her advice made 
all the difference in P9 achieving her career goals.  This lived experience provides profound 
guidance and direction for all leaders on the importance of “staying the course” when they 
encounter dilemmas that challenge their integrity and self-discipline. 
I participated in the second national search and I made it to the final five but I did not get 
selected for an on campus interview. The search committee told the president that I was 
right up there until the very end but I was not a finalist. The president said, ‘I want to tell 
her.’  She brought me in and said, ‘You’re talented and your time will come, I completely 
understand if you don’t want to stay.  I’m here to tell you I will find you a position in this 
organization.’ But she also said something very interesting to me. She said, ‘You know 
when you walk out of here today as the news of this filters through the campus, people 
are going to say you’re getting screwed.  They’re bringing in somebody from the outside; 
it shows that they don’t value people here.’  She said, ‘You know, you have a couple of 
ways you can react to that.  You can not react, let it roll off or you can respond back.  
You can say, you’re right, this place doesn’t value its people.’  She said, ‘How you act 
and react to this in the weeks ahead will really be very pivotal for you.  We already had a 
search and we haven’t found someone so who knows what’s going to happen?”  To me 
that was great advice because it’s always about the long term.  
 I did exactly what the president said.  I did not change my work ethic one bit and plenty 
of people said to me –‘I can’t believe’…  I said, ‘Obviously there were people in the pool 
who were more qualified than I and I respect the decision of the search committee and the 
president. I’m looking forward to a new person coming on and I will be there to help that 
person and whatever.’ 
A couple of weeks after the interviews were all over, I got a phone call from the 
president’s office asking that I come over.  I walked in and she said, ‘I decided that I’m 
not going to hire anybody because what I found was I was constantly evaluating them 
against you and your performance.’  She said, ‘Every time I came back from dinner with 
these candidates, her husband would say okay so what do you think of this one.’ And she 
said, ‘Well, you know and this and that.’  And finally he said, ‘Maybe you have who you 
want.” And on the spot she offered me the position, ‘I’m going to give you 15 months as 
interim vice president and at the end of 15 months I’ll make a decision if I am going to 
keep you in the position as an interim VP any longer or am I going to just name you VP, 
or am I going to do another national search?  She also said, ‘I want you to know that I’ve 
watched you in these months and I’ve noted how you’ve handled yourself with poise and 
with grace and with great integrity.  I’m sure you had plenty of opportunities to bad 
mouth the university and the search committee and you didn’t do that.  And that, to me, 
was very important.’ I walked out of there stunned.  Here I was 34 and a vice president.  
We had been through two national searches and had very good candidates.  This was in 
April of 1994.  The president announced my appointment to the community and people 
were thrilled.  The staff was terrific and I started to run the division as I thought I needed 
to.  Six months after that she called me into her the office and she said, “I’m not going to 
 wait 15 months, you’re my person.’ So in October 1994 I was permanently appointed to 
the vice president.” 
     Another participant P12, who was one of the oldest participants, will be stepping down from 
her position as vice president for student life in May of 2007 after 14 years of service.  The 
researcher chose to share this story because of the uniqueness of the participant’s life passage.  
The researcher felt fortunate to have the opportunity to interview P12 at this time in her career.  
Hence, the researcher decided to report in detail the distinctive nature of her reflections as she 
looks back in time and towards the future; sharing how she has learned from the lived experience 
of a long and successful career as a woman senior student affairs leader. 
   After 14 years as vice president here I am making a very conscious choice to step down.  
I need something different.  I’ve done this job.  I played with the idea of being a college 
president or going back to faculty and counseling here and I have decided on faculty and 
counseling. I have learned that feeling trusted and respected here are the things that have 
kept me here this long.  I’m grateful that as a result of that that I’ve been able to have this 
other position to go to when I step down from the vice presidency and that’s not available 
to everybody. 
There will be challenges for me as I step down and a new person steps in.  I really have 
mixed feelings about it. On one hand I’m looking forward to it because of the hard days.  
I knew that I needed to have a sabbatical year that would act as a buffer between me and 
my successor.  So during the next year I will get some post-doc training to bring up my 
clinical skills and I will use this year to immerse myself in theory and practice so that I’ll 
be positioned to be confident as a teacher and a therapist when I come back. That’s 
important to me – being confident with what I do. 
  I stayed at this university because of the people. I didn’t want to disrupt my family and I 
wanted to stay in this area. One of the problems with my career path is that on paper I’m 
suited to be a president of a catholic college.  However, I’m not catholic and at a catholic 
college the president needs to be catholic.  Had I really wanted to be a college president, I 
would have had to leave here much sooner than I did.  So, that was a mistake I guess if I 
wanted to be a college president.  On the other hand, I’ve enjoyed what I’ve done.  I’ve 
been able to be with my husband and my girls and we’ll be married 30 years next year.  
He has a career too and to just up and move him would be disruptive.  My parents live in 
the area so that’s been a real pull to stay here.  
Stepping down will be hard in terms of losing the recognition.  When I walk on campus 
now the students say hi and I know a lot of students.  Being a faculty member here I think 
I’ll be able to retain that, which is a comfort to me because I think it is the best part of the 
job.  I’ll lose some of the perks.  I won’t have a budget any more and I won’t have a 
reserved parking spot.  I won’t have a secretary, so I’ll have to do all those things myself 
and I’m going to have to adjust to that.  As I continue to reflect on stepping down, I 
would say to anyone who is in a leadership position or aspiring to one to be politically 
aware of shifts that are coming so that you can get out ahead of them and chart your own 
course and not be the effect.  Be the cause of something rather than being affected by 
someone else’s decision.  So, I think, preserve your options so that you can have other 
options.  For instance, I maintained my license as a psychologist all through my 
administrative time. 
      
 
 Summary of Results and Data Analysis 
     The data collected seeks to answer this study’s major research question: How do women 
student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed within the context of higher education senior 
leadership teams?  This study utilized in-depth, face-to-face interviews as its data collection tool.   
Twelve women who serve as senior student affairs leaders for their institutions were interviewed 
using an interview protocol designed to answer the questions that guided the study.  Thus, the 
interview data includes the participants’ description of the significant events, experiences, and 
persons that supported and hindered their career advancement and success.  
     Through the analysis of the interview data the researcher discovered the emergence of ten 
themes that capture the meanings the participants ascribe to these significant events, experiences, 
and persons.  These themes include relationships both professional and personal, campus culture, 
job satisfaction, gender issues, career success, the senior leadership team experience, leadership 
style, knowledge of self, securing resources, and career path.   
    Hence, these themes provide the basis for a very rich and insightful understanding of how the 
study’s participants learned to build supportive relationships, sustain their personal and 
professional value systems, balance gender appropriate behaviors, and gain an enhanced sense of 
self; all of which contributed to their career advancement and succeed within the context of 
higher education senior leadership teams.  
    The next chapter will present a summary and discussion of the research findings as well as 
implications for further research into the career advancement and success of women as senior 
student affairs leaders. 
 Chapter 5: Summary and Discussion 
 
     This chapter provides a summary statement of the research problem, the research methods 
used in this study and the results.  Other major sections of this chapter discuss and summarize the 
researcher’s conclusions, the significance of the study and implications for further research and 
practice. 
     As explained in Chapter one, women who achieve senior leadership status in higher education 
are venturing into an organizational culture they did not create; a culture that is strikingly 
different from and inconsistent with, their ways of functioning, leading, and learning.  Although 
more women are entering the student affairs profession, few are advancing to senior leadership 
status.  Given several trends in women’s achievements in student affairs, including their majority 
at the directorship level, their majority enrollment in doctoral and masters programs, and their 
increased membership and leadership in higher education professional organizations; women still 
remain underrepresented in senior leadership positions in student affairs.  As more women aspire 
to senior leadership positions, it becomes critically important to understand the senior leadership 
experience from the female perspective.  While scholars suggest that women find it difficult to 
advance and succeed in the higher education work culture, little has been written about how 
women learn to do so.  This study begins to respond to this gap. 
     Qualitative methodology, incorporating a phenomenological approach, was utilized in this 
study. The phenomenological approach emphasizes experience in the research setting.  In-depth 
interviews were used as the study’s major data collection tool, since they are designed to ask 
participants to reconstruct their experience and explore the meaning they make of the experience.  
The interview protocol was designed to respond to the study’s guiding questions.  Thus, it 
provided the researcher with the participants’ descriptions of the significant events, experiences, 
 and persons that supported and hindered their career advancement and success. Twelve women 
who serve as senior student affairs leaders for their institutions were interviewed for this study.  
To support the interview data, follow up telephone interviews were conducted to clarify the 
accuracy of the data collected and analyzed.  
     Through data analysis the researcher discovered the emergence of ten themes that captured 
the meanings the participants ascribed to these significant events, experiences, and persons.   The 
themes include relationships both professional and personal, campus culture, job satisfaction, 
gender issues, career success, the senior leadership team experience, leadership style, knowledge 
of self, securing resources, and career path. 
     Chapter four presented the results of the study through a detailed description of these themes 
supported by a compilation of the participants’ words, the researcher’s journal and the 
researcher’s notes taken during the interviews.  These results provide an enlightening and 
instructive insight into the experience of women as student affairs leaders and how they learn to 
advance and succeed as members of their in their institutions’ senior leadership teams.  This 
chapter will provide conclusions to this study as determined by the researcher 
Discussion: Conclusions of the Study 
     Based on the study’s emerging themes, the researcher identified five conclusions that answer 
the question at the core of this research study:      
• How do women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed 
within the context of higher education senior leadership teams? 
These conclusions are as follows:  Women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed 
within the context of higher education senior leadership teams by:  
 • Building and maintaining professional and personal relationships through a collaborative 
and team oriented leadership style. 
• Working in institutional cultures that support their professional and personal value 
systems, their career success, their skills, and their love and passion for their work, all of 
which contribute to their high levels of job satisfaction. 
• Understanding and acknowledging the gender issues that exist in their workplace.           
• Utilizing reflection and self directed learning to understand who they are and who they 
want to be. 
• Through constructive knowing. 
     The first conclusion of this study is that women student affairs leaders learn to advance and 
succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams by building and 
maintaining professional and personal relationships through a collaborative and team oriented 
leadership style.  The participants in this study unanimously agreed that building and maintaining 
professional relationships with a variety of constituents on and off campus are at the core of how 
they learned to and advance and succeed in their careers.  Participants discussed building and 
maintaining professional relationships with their immediate supervisors, faculty, professional 
and support staff, their staffs, mentors, students, and colleagues at other institutions.   
     With regard to their immediate supervisors, participants described this relationship as 
impacting all aspects of their work.  They discussed the importance of understanding and 
effectively responding to their supervisors’ work style as essential to their ability to carry out 
their own agendas and to earning the autonomy they desire to manage and lead their areas.  
Several participants discussed their experiences in dealing with conflicting supervisory 
relationships and that they prevailed by holding to their principles, confronting the difficulties in 
 the relationships, and ultimately leaving those positions. Other participants discussed the 
challenges inherent in being in a senior position yet, not reporting directly to the president.   
     Participants spoke about the importance of understanding faculty culture, attending faculty 
events, and engaging faculty in student affairs activities as strategies for building relationships 
with faculty.  
     Participants discussed creating opportunities to be visible on campus and attending student 
events to facilitate their connections with students in ways that lead to relationship building.  
Participants at small schools discussed the advantage of not having to give up a lot of student 
contact to be in the vice president position, whereas participants at larger schools commented 
that their position responsibilities did not easily lend themselves to frequent student interaction. 
All participants remarked that the stigma attached to holding an upper level, administrative 
position acted as a barrier to building relationships with students.         
     Participants consistently referred to their staffs as their teams. In building relationships with 
their teams they described creating opportunities to recognize their work and acknowledge how 
critical it is to their success, to show concern for their well being, and to support their team 
members through mentoring, role modeling and advising. 
     With regard to their mentors, participants described them as mostly white males who taught 
them the business of student affairs and how to manage people. Participants remarked that 
having relationship and skill set mentors played a significant role in their success.  They 
emphasized that male mentors taught them how to effectively manage their emotions which 
helped them to avoid being stereotyped as emotional females.  
     The participants described professional networking and shared problem solving as some of 
the benefits of building relationships with student affairs colleagues at other institutions.   
      Participants discussed building and maintaining relationships with influential individuals on 
campus who are “not in charge” as ways of getting things done quickly and efficiently.  They 
described how they learned to build allies and alliances with their supporters and non supporters 
in their efforts to move their agendas forward. 
     Participants described how they prevailed when they encountered fellow vice presidents with 
whom they could not build positive working relationships and who did not support their agendas.  
In such situations, their strategies included learning to “speak their language”, asking fact 
oriented questions specific to their areas and managing to “walk the line” of balancing the 
positive values associated with their feminity but also remaining task oriented and focusing on 
what they needed to accomplish .  This finding is remarkably consistent with Duncan’s (1993) 
suggestion that the socialization of female administrators as women or as “feminine” has a 
significant influence on female administrative leadership behavior.  Women who aspire to be 
successful administrative leaders almost have to accept cultural prescriptions for “appropriate” or 
feminine behavior while developing the skills necessary to gain entry into the male-dominated 
culture of educational administrative leadership. Successful women administrative leaders face a 
significant challenge; they need to acquire the skills - ways of acting, talking, dressing, and 
interacting - necessary for leadership success in the dominant culture while still validating their 
own identity and self esteem (Duncan,1995).   
      Overall these findings are consistent with several research studies on women and leadership 
that were discussed in the Chapter two, Literature Review. Helgesen’s (1990) research on female 
leadership used the metaphor of spider web reflecting that women connect to the interwoven 
parts of the organization suggesting importance of inclusion, affiliation and group verses 
individual achievement. Baker’s (1992) study found that women’s leadership seemed to place a 
 value on caring, responsibility, to others, empowerment, interdependence, collaboration, and 
congeniality. And finally Hawk’s (1995) research with top level administrators from various 
career fields suggests that women encourage collaboration and consensus building and that 
having relationship and skill set mentors played an important role in their success. 
     The study’s participants discussed the importance of supportive personal relationships; 
specifically the role spouses and family members play in their attempts to juggle their 
professional and personal responsibilities in their efforts to achieve their career goals.  The 
participants placed particular emphasis on the support these relationships provided during their 
earlier professional years when they were moving up the career ladder, earning their doctoral 
degrees, raising children, and working full time as middle management student affairs 
professionals.  Participants also discussed making the difficult decision to divorce their spouses 
due to their lack of support of their career goals and professional responsibilities.  
     These findings are aligned with previous studies on women in student affairs as outlined in 
Chapter two, indicating that women are more prone to challenges and unique problems than men 
in student affairs (Belch, 1991; Belch & Strange, 1995; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Ting and Watt, 
1999; Jones & Komives, 2001), and that balancing work and raising a family is particularly 
complicated for middle management student affairs staff and often results in their leaving the 
profession (Belch 1991; Nobbe & Manning, 1997).  This study extends these findings since it 
explores these challenges through the lived experiences of the participants and provides insight 
on how they learned to successfully respond in their efforts to advance and succeed in the student 
affairs profession. 
     The second conclusion of this study is that women student affairs leaders learn to advance and 
succeed within the context of  higher education senior leadership teams by working in 
 institutional cultures that support their professional and personal value systems, their career 
success, their skills, and their love and passion for their work, all of which contribute to their 
high levels of job satisfaction.  The participants discussed the good “fit” that exists between their 
professional and personal values systems and their institutions. Several participants described the 
mission driven and values based culture of their institutions as being the basis upon which they 
would measure any other professional opportunity. Other descriptors used to describe their 
campus cultures were collegiality, acceptance, and their institution’s size.  These descriptors are 
consistent with the results presented in Chapter two describing the values and expectations that 
women bring to the workplace which include collaboration, equality, empathy, sharing, and 
relationships (Helgesen, 1990; Belenky et al., 1986, 1997; Gilligan, 1983, 1992).   
     Participants described career success in terms of respect for their acquired skill set, receiving 
respect as a professional from colleagues and subordinates, recognition of their achievements, 
and having the ability to create change in an institution.  They spoke about career success as it 
relates to their roles as leaders; citing the autonomy and independence they enjoy as leaders of 
their divisions and as senior leadership team members they discussed the significance of making 
decisions at the highest level of their institutions.  
     This study’s participants described their love for their work and how they found it fun and 
energizing.  They discussed an overwhelming sense of fulfillment in seeing students they never 
thought would succeed, grow and develop into successful graduates. They described enjoying the 
scope and variety of their responsibilities and the seasons of higher education, which contribute 
to their never being bored and always feeling challenged.  They described their joy when 
realizing the impact of their advising and mentoring on the growth and development of students 
and their staff members.   
      Almost identical findings were reported in the Randall et al. (1995) study discussed in 
Chapter two that included 160 women senior student affairs officers who also reported high 
levels of job satisfaction.  The women in this study also cited the most satisfying aspects of their 
positions as interaction with students, assisting students and staff in their personal development, 
assisting staff with professional development, independence in decision making, variety in their 
job responsibilities, and serving as senior leaders in their institutions. This leads the researcher to 
conclude that this study, and the Randall et al. study, substantiates the studies conducted by 
Chodrow (1971, 1974, 1978, 1987) on women’s development and their work lives which suggest 
that women’s development of self requires the integration of the needs of others with an ability 
to meet one’s own needs.  It is also important to note that this study, which was conducted 12 
years after the Randall et al. study, suggests the same results in its definition of what contributes 
to the job satisfaction of senior women leaders in student affairs yet, this study adds to the 
literature, since it discusses issues related to the job dissatisfaction of women senior student 
affairs leaders and how they learned to prevail under such circumstances. 
     Several participants commented on issues of career success as related to the concept of 
women having it all: career and family.  Their comments focused on the trade offs and 
compromises women are continually confronted with as they struggle to find the balance 
between career and family that is comfortable for them.  Several participants discussed opting 
not to pursue college presidencies due to their commitments to their spouses, children, and aging 
parents. These results support what the literature defines as the web of relationships and 
connectedness to others that is central to women’s developmental growth and that defines the 
paths women choose as being more dependent on the needs of significant others who comprise 
the primary relationships in their lives (Caffarella, 1992). These findings are further supported by 
 Josselson (1987) who found that the most salient theme surrounding her subjects’ identity 
formulation process was their web of relationships; which included primary family, husband, 
partners, children, and friends. 
     Blackhurst (2000a) conducted a study noted in Chapter two,  reporting that the career 
satisfaction of women student affairs leaders had increased over the past decade, with White 
women reporting the highest levels of job satisfaction. This finding of high job satisfaction levels 
of women senior student affairs leaders is significant since it has remained consistent over the 
past two decades (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Tinsley, 1985) and remains a significant finding in 
this study.  This study extends Blackhurst’s research because it includes three African American 
women who report equally high levels of job satisfaction as White women and it identifies why 
women student affairs leaders experience high levels of job satisfaction. 
     The third conclusion of this study is that women student affairs leaders learn to advance and 
succeed within the context of higher education senor leadership teams by understanding and 
acknowledging the gender issues that exist in their workplace.   Participants in this study 
described the positive and negative aspects of being female in their work environments.  From a 
positive perspective the participants remarked about the nurturing and caring aspects of their 
leadership style and their belief that women are much more effective in understanding the people 
side of their jobs than their male counterparts.  This finding supports Harding’s (1996) 
discussion of power relationships suggesting that women have traditionally been rendered to less 
powerful positions than men.  Thus, they have had to become more adept at understanding and 
identifying the feelings of others to survive in the workplace. Acquiring such skills contributes to 
the connected and empathetic style of knowing that has been attributed to women. 
      Participants discussed their feelings that women need to work harder than men to be 
recognized and that they are held to a higher standard.  They described the challenges they 
encountered with regard to gender related, stereotypical expectations which suggest that women 
are more cordial, more sensitive, and less forceful and less tough than their male counterparts.  
Participants described feeling very misunderstood when they did not act in ways that were 
consistent with these stereotypes. This result supports the double- bind women face in attaining 
career success as discussed by Oakley (2000).  Oakley suggests that for women to be perceived 
as credible or successful in senior leadership roles they must be authoritative like their male 
counterparts; but if too authoritative they risk being perceived as too aggressive.   
     Participants discussed the need for women to effectively manage their emotions in the 
workplace to avoid being gender-stereotyped as emotional females. They commented that they 
learned how to do this effectively through their male mentors who taught them to step back from 
a situation before reacting.  This enabled them to regroup and stay firm so their voice could be 
heard.  Several participants commented that women are highly challenged in this area due to 
their orientation towards relationships, care taking, and connectedness.  This result is confirmed 
in the literature by Hayes (2001) who suggests that woman’s traditional roles as caretakers in the 
home and their concentration in care taking professions such as nursing and teaching can work to 
their disadvantage; since these roles require human interaction that nurtures others and require an 
appreciation for emotion. This can result in stereotypical thinking that women are not, nor can 
they learn to be competitive, self-directed, and independent, nor are they well suited for logical 
or rational thought (Hayes).  This finding is furthered supported in the literature (Twale & 
Jelinek, 1996; Blackhurst, 2000b) suggesting that women can find themselves searching for 
 appropriate expressions of behavior and values in the workplace and that they must often 
suppress their female identity if they are to succeed.  
   Several participants discussed the feelings of aloneness and feeling very invisible as senior 
leaders in their institutions.  For these women they were often the only female on their 
institutions’ senior leadership teams.  Over time as more women joined their teams they 
remarked about the changing group dynamic that made it easier for them.  They discussed now 
having “friends” at this senior leadership level and remarked that having more women on their 
teams enabled the men to see that not all women were the same. This result is supported by a 
study conducted by Randall et al. (1995) of 160 women who achieved senior student affairs 
officer status who cited the least satisfying aspects of their positions as feeling isolated at the top 
due to the lack of female colleagues at the senior leadership levels of their institutions.  Again, 
this study extends the literature as it discusses how women experience their senior leadership 
teams when additional women join their teams. 
     The fourth conclusion of this study is that women student affairs leaders learn to advance and 
succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams by utilizing reflection and 
self directed learning to understand who they are and who they want to be.  Participants 
discussed how gaining an enhanced sense of self contributed to their improved professional 
practice.  Participants acknowledged their aggressive behaviors and how they learned through 
reflection to redirect and refine these behaviors in ways that produced their desired results.  They 
described themselves as take charge, type A personalities, who were often controlling and 
arrogant.  Through their interactions with supervisors and colleagues they became more 
introspective and were challenged to rethink and redefine their approaches to confronting people 
and resolving conflicts.  This result is clearly supported in the learning literature as pointed out in 
 Chapter 2, Learning environments that challenge women to find what has been termed their 
“authentic self” (Belenky et al., 1986, 1997; Gallos, 1992) supports them in valuing who they are 
and provides them with a sense of efficacy and competence (Caffarella, 1992).  Through this 
development of self, women begin to hear their own “voice”.  Belenky et al. define “voice’ as a 
sense of self and how one makes meaning of the world.  Hearing their own “voice” (Belenky et 
al.; Gilligan, 1982, 1993) gives women the self confidence to hear the voices of others.  For 
women, listening to self and others, promotes an acceptance of differing ways of being and 
knowing. 
     Several participants discussed gaining a sense of comfort with themselves which they 
believed came with maturity and age.  They described finding a renewed sense of self confidence 
in their abilities and a greater understanding of what it means to be a credible professional 
through reflection and interaction with others.  This result is consistent with the literature which 
suggests that the majority of women’s learning occurs through learning from others (Belenky et 
al., 1986, 1997; Gilligan, 1983, 1992; Caffarella & Olson, 1993; Hoy, 1989; Van Velsor & 
Hughes) most primarily through relationships, critical reflection, and mentors (Hoy; Van Velsor 
& Hughes).   
   The fifth conclusion of this study is that women student affairs leaders learn to advance and 
succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership teams through constructive 
knowing. The guiding questions in this study focused on providing an understanding of the 
significant events, experiences, and persons that supported and hindered the career advancement 
and success of women student affairs leaders and how these women learned from these lived 
experiences. 
       Based on the results of this study, the researcher has concluded that the study’s participants 
learned from their lived experiences through constructive knowing.  Constructed knowing is the 
final stage of knowing as discussed in Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self, 
Voice, and Mind (Belenky et al 1986, 1997).  This scholarly study was discussed in Chapter 2 
and presents a model of women’s intellectual development that focuses on the ways women 
think about themselves and how they perceive the world.  
    The women in this study were constructive knowers because they saw knowing as contextual.  
The contextual nature of their learning was furthered supported in this study as the researcher 
recognized that each of the12 interviews were as similar as they were different.  The study’s 
participants understood that learning is situated and learning occurred for the participants as they 
processed the situations they were confronted with and adopted strategies that “worked” for them 
within the context their senior leadership team experience.  
    Participants recognized their capacity to create knowledge by integrating their opinions and 
sense of self with reason and the outside world.  This was evidenced in the results of this study as 
its participants combined objective and subjective knowledge, used themselves as a knowledge 
base, and incorporated their knowledge into the knowledge they gained from their relationships 
with others. This reflective learning and knowing was demonstrated in all aspects of the 
participants’ decision making and leadership style which incorporated teamwork, negotiation and 
conflict resolution. 
    According to the literature, constructed knowers are tolerant of ambiguity, recognize that 
conflict and stress are a part of constructing knowledge, understand the significance of context in 
the learning process, appreciate complexity, and are humbled by their own knowledge.  They are 
reflective, articulate, careful listeners who care about others.   (Belenky et al., 1986, 1997).  This 
 description is applicable to all of this study’s participants and further supports the researcher’s 
conclusion that the women in this study are clearly in this final and most matured stage of their 
intellectual development. 
     Haring-Hidore et al. (1990) concluded that this way of knowing adds a new dimension to the 
patriarchal, top down, independent leadership style that typically characterizes higher education 
senior leadership teams.  They suggest that constructive knowing results in a leadership style that 
is consistent with what the literature defines as classically feminine and includes such attributes 
as open and shared information, shared leadership, shared vision, collaborative decision making, 
and team building (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Park, 1996; Shakeshaft, 1989; Blackmore, 1999; 
Pevoto, 2003; Guido-DiBrito, Noteboom, Nathan, & Fenty,1997)  This leadership style is 
strikingly different from the male created and dominated culture of higher education senior 
leadership that emphasizes objective, rational thought processes, separation, competition, 
hierarchy, and an impersonal, transactional task orientation.  There in lies the significance of this 
study, which will be discussed in later section of this chapter; it begins to respond to a gap in the 
literature since it instructs women on how to advance and succeed within the context of higher 
education senior leadership teams. 
Overall Observations 
      This study is in accordance with the Evans and Kuh study (1983) and the Sangaria and 
Johnsrud study (1988) which indicated that women more likely to be appointed to senior level 
positions from within their institutions. This study concurs with these findings; as nine of the 
twelve participants were appointed to their vice president positions from within their institutions.  
     Rickard’s study (1985) which included 162 men and women who were newly appointed to 
senior student affairs positions found several differences that existed between the men and 
 women in his study. One of these differences is supported in this study conducted over twenty 
years later; women were more likely to be in these positions at smaller institutions. Eight of the 
study’s 12 participants were in institutions of 3,000 students or less, two were in institutions of 
6,000 to 9,000 students and two were in institutions of 15, 000 or more students. This study is 
inconsistent with Rickard’s findings in that nine of the participants held the title of vice president 
as opposed to Rickard’s study which indicated women were more likely to have the title of dean 
of students.  
Limitations of the Research 
     The limitations of this study center on the specificity of the phenomenon and the participants. 
The study confined itself to a particular division of higher education, student affairs, and the 
perspectives of specific administrators within student affairs who were selected through 
maximum variation, purposeful sampling.  The rich and instructive insights presented in Chapter 
Four are limited to the 12 participants interviewed and are self described perspectives and 
interpretations. Therefore, the results of this study may not be generalizable to women in senior 
leadership positions in higher education other than student affairs or to women in senior 
leadership positions in other educational, non-profit or corporate settings. 
Significance of the Research 
    This study goes beyond prior studies that define successful leadership characteristics. Through 
the analysis of rich data embedded in this context, this study defines successful leadership 
practices within the context of higher education senior leadership teams.  Additionally, this study 
highlights the similarities and the differences that exist between the participants’ leadership 
practices that are specific to their institutions’ senior leadership team context.   
      After an extensive search, the researcher did not locate any studies that instructed women on 
how other women learned to advance and succeed in the higher education workplace, a 
workplace which is defined in the literature as strikingly different from and inconsistent with the 
ways women function, lead and learn.  This study begins to address this gap.   
     The significance of this study lies in its detailed description of the significant events, 
experiences and persons that supported and hindered the career success of women student affairs 
leaders and how these women learned from these lived experiences.  The insight gained from this 
research has the potential to inform women of existing barriers that may hinder their career 
advancement and success in student affairs and how to overcome them. 
     The American Psychological Association (2000) argues that the responsibility for the 
situation of women in higher education rests primarily on the institutions rather than individuals. 
Thus, the results of this study provide an informative insight into this workplace environment 
from the perspective of women senior student affairs leaders that can instruct college, university, 
and public policy makers on how to facilitate institutional change that will serve to maximize 
women’s potential for advancement and success.  Such action will also support higher education 
in modeling the values of diversity and equity that it continues to advocate for. 
Implications for Practice 
     Gwen Dungy, Executive Director of NASPA reports in NASPA’s March, 2007   Leadership 
Corner, in an article entitled Graduate Students and New Professionals about her discussion with 
graduate students who are also new professionals.  She was asked to speak to them about the 
future of the student affairs profession.  In the course of the discussion ten urgent questions were 
raised. One of the questions is as follows: What advice can current professionals give to new 
 professionals who want to be successful in the profession of student affairs?  This study begins to 
answer this question.   
     The results of this study provide a deep and rich understanding the complex factors that 
influence how women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed within the context of 
higher education senior leadership teams.  Therefore, this study has expanded and refined the 
knowledge base related to educational leadership and preparation programs and curricula as well 
as professional and executive training programs by learning from administrators who are already 
models for successful leadership. 
Implications for Future Research 
     Additional research seems to be needed regarding the issue of gender differences and 
leadership style. A debate exists in the literature regarding the de-linking of gender from 
leadership style (Komives, 1991; Thompson, 2000; Eagly & Johnson, 1990) and it is argued that 
leadership style is a highly contextualized phenomena. A finding from this study suggests that 
the participants practice a collaborative and team-oriented leadership style yet, the majority of 
them do so in higher education work cultures that are constrained by male norms, which suggests 
a more traditional, top down leadership style. Hence, future research needs to unravel the impact 
of contextual features that serve to confound gender and leadership behavior.  Additional 
qualitative studies of both men and women will enhance our understanding of the relationship 
between leadership style and organizational context. 
     A finding of this study suggests that the participants enjoy high levels of job satisfaction. The 
literature indicates that for women in senior student affairs positions this finding has remained 
consistent over the past twenty years.  The job satisfaction of middle management women in 
student affairs has received very little attention in the literature and where it is instructive it 
 discusses a “bottlenecking” for women at this level.  Additional research in this area is critical 
given the numbers of women entering the field about what contributes to the job satisfaction of 
women in middle management student affairs positions. 
     Other recommendations and questions for pursuing future research include: 
• How do male student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed within the context of 
higher education senior leadership teams?  How does this compare with women leaders 
in the student affairs profession? 
• How do women senior leaders in divisions of higher education other than student affairs 
learn to advance and succeed within the context of higher education senior leadership 
teams?  How does this compare with women leaders in student affairs? 
• How do women senior leaders in corporate work cultures learn to advance and succeed 
within the context of senior leadership teams?  How does this compare with women in 
higher education?     
Conclusion 
     As indicated in the literature, the 21st century is creating demands for more nurturing and 
supportive campuses and increased cultural awareness and diversity at all leadership levels.  
Women and their leadership style as discussed in this study can make significant contributions to 
the higher education agenda of meeting the needs of society and its students who are the leaders 
of tomorrow. Leadership in modern organizations needs to be non coercive, based in teamwork 
and adept at building relationships.  
    Women’s leadership style meets this need; and to this end, this qualitative study explores the 
complex factors that influence the progression of women to senior leadership positions in student 
affairs.  The instructive and enlightening insight provided in this study can serve to inform 
 women student affairs professionals on how to secure their fair share of the student affairs senior 
leadership positions in higher education.  Furthermore, it is the hope of this researcher that this 
study finds its way into the minds and hearts of men and women and assists them in 
understanding and appreciating work style differences, resulting in diverse, multi-faceted, and 
productive work teams. 
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 Appendix D 
Interview Protocol 
 
Research Questions 
At the core of this study is the major research question: 
• How do women student affairs leaders learn to advance and succeed within the context of 
higher education senior leadership teams? 
Questions guiding this study include:  
• What significant events, experiences, and persons support the career advancement and 
success of women senior student affairs leaders? How do they learn from these lived 
experiences? 
• What significant events, experiences, and persons hinder the career advancement and 
success of women senior student affairs leaders?  How do they prevail?  How do they 
learn from these lived experiences?  
Interview Questions 
 
 
Establish context of the participants’ experience (life history) 
 
How did you decide to pursue a career in student affairs? 
Probes- undergraduate and graduate collegiate experience, previous work experience 
 
 
What has contributed to your remaining in the profession? 
Probes – some women leave before advancing, what might lead them to do that, your strategies 
 
How did you decide you wanted to be a senior student affairs leader? 
Probes – particular incidents or serendipity 
 
 
 
 
 Participants reconstruct the details of their experience within its context (contemporary 
experience/details) 
 
Tell me as much as possible about the details of your work as a senior student affairs leader on 
your campus. 
Probes – Describe personal barriers; describe institutional barriers, strategies for success 
 
What professional relationships are most important to you? Why? 
Probes – Explain how you get things done; describe how you make decisions 
 
Tell me about a good day as a senior student affairs leader. 
Probes – personal and professional satisfaction 
 
Tell me about a bad day as a senior student affairs leader. 
Probes – survival strategies 
 
 
Participants reflect on the meaning their experience holds for them (reflection on meaning) 
 
 
Given what you have shared with me about how you became involved in the student affairs 
profession and your present work experience how do you understand being a senior student 
affairs leader in your life? What does it mean to you? What sense does it make for you?  
Probes –Specific to your campus? Specific to higher education?  
Specific to student affairs? 
 
How do you understand career success in your life? 
Probes – balancing personal and professional life needs, managing personal identities/integrity  
 
When you look back what stands out for you? 
Probes – significant events, experiences, persons 
 
Is there anything special about being on the senior leadership team on your campus? What is that 
experience like for you? 
Probes – challenges, satisfactions, accomplishments 
 
Given what you have discussed in this interview, where do you see yourself going in the future? 
Probes – further career moves- lateral or upward, presidency, career change 
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